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ABSTRACT 
ANDREAS GURSKY  
AND THE LANDSCAPE OF GLOBALIZATION 
By 
Mani Tadayon  
Master of Arts in Geography 
This paper draws on the thoughts of Walter Benjamin, Guy Debord, Marc Augé and Clément 
Rosset to delve into the work of Andreas Gursky, whose mammoth images of contemporary 
landscapes of globalization have catapulted him to the top of the art world. While positioning 
Gursky’s work in the context of critiques of globalization and capitalism, I will try to show how 
his aesthetics defy categorization and that his primary focus is a metaphysical reflection on 
reality and time, which are precisely what the landscape of globalization lacks. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The power of Andreas Gursky’s photographic art lies in its ability to record objective reality 
through subjective manipulation. The totality and precision of a typical Gursky image yield an 
ambiguity regarding the position of the work and its author vis-a-vis the subject. A critic of 
capitalism can see in “99 Cent” (Figure 1.1) a “postmodern consumer temple”. (Rittau 2007). At 
the same time the company that runs the markets, 99 Cents Only Stores, found the colorful image 
pleasing enough to feature it on the “About Us” section of their website and even to paint it on 
the sides of some of their delivery vans. 
99 Cents Only Stores secured its place in history and as an iconic American institution when the 
famous German photographer Andreas Gursky captured a world-renowned image of the inside of 
the 99 Cents Only store in Hollywood in 1999. That picture was featured at the Museum of 
Modern Art in New York City and was later auctioned off by Sotheby’s for more than $3 million, 
setting the all-time sales price record for a photograph! (99 Cents Only Stores 2014) 
“V&R” (Figure 1.2) is a photo of runway models frozen in place in their garish, ridiculous 
dresses. Yet the designers Viktor & Rolf, whose fashion show Gursky depicts, were not offended 
but flattered: 
Recently, we were very honored to see a large scale print by Andreas Gursky of our Spring/
Summer 2010 show on exhibition at the Gagosian Gallery. It was beautiful.” (Saks Fifth Avenue 
2012) 
Gursky’s work is so close to its subject, it is basically interchangeable with it in the eye of the 
beholder. Any opinion Gursky may have on what he depicts is not forced on the viewer—we are 
left free to love or hate what is depicted. The ambiguity of the original is preserved, and Gursky’s 
subjects tend to lend themselves to ambiguity. Although his subjects lack the drama that draws 
the attention of the photojournalist, Gursky’s work is not so far from photojournalism and the 
quest to record something important about the real events happening in the world around us. Like 
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a veteran journalist, Gursky executes his documentary aesthetic so flawlessly that he leaves little 
trace of himself. The obvious digital manipulations in his work are not a matter of personal 
expression but designed to enhance the precision of representation, much as a journalist edits and 
combines pieces of testimony from various sources into a seamless narrative.  
Gursky’s work combines documentary journalism with commercial advertisement. His roots 
in advertising are as relevant as his dedication to documentary truthfulness and honesty. He has 
driven the art of the advertisement photo to its culmination, along the axis of the documentary 
aesthetic. This aesthetic, a common, effective approach in advertising, relies on the advertised 
product to sell itself and requires of the images of the product to convey the precise reality of the 
product, to stand in for direct personal experience with the product. What we retain in our mind’s 
eye from a glimpse of an image from Gursky can hardly be differentiated from what we would 
retain from direct personal experience with the subject. This capture of the subject is a result of 
Gursky’s extensive interactions with his subjects during the creation of his images. His 
meticulous scouting, planning, execution and editing processes are nothing like the chance taking 
of a snapshot. Gursky’s experience is much like that of the portrait painter, who must spend an 
extended period of time with a subject before reproducing its likeness. Gursky’s planning and 
technical execution is as intensive as that of a Hollywood film crew.  
Not only does Gursky immerse himself in the physical sense of being at the scene of his 
images and exploring them in depth. He also participates in the system of social relations which 
govern the subject. There is a proximity between Gursky and those who are in charge of the 
locations where he does his work, since his technique requires freedom to move and take 
snapshots from many angles, sometimes over the course of many weeks. Without the consent and 
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support of the management of the 99 Cent Store or the V&R fashion line, neither of the 
eponymous photos would be possible. Miners, stock exchange directors, North Korean 
commissars, factory bosses and Madonna all had to approve of Gursky’s presence at their mines, 
exchanges, stadiums, factories and concerts in order for him to create his images of these scenes. 
Gursky, for practical reasons, is compelled to balance his objectivity against the need to get 
approval from those who control access to the scene he photographs. 
The intensity of Gursky’s approach to creating his images then, has a decisive impact on the 
extent to which he succeeds in capturing his subjects. As Benjamin wrote of the filmmaker’s 
relation to reality, Gursky displays a representation of reality free of interference from his 
apparatus, based on an inter-penetration of apparatus and reality that takes place through his 
painstaking efforts to create his images (Benjamin 2012a, 31-2). The price to be paid for such 
thorough inter-penetration is the suspension of direct criticism. 
Many of Gursky’s images depict landscapes from contemporary life: factories, stores, 
airports, concerts, sporting events, skyscrapers and hotels, to name a few. Not only do Gursky’s 
images feature locations where the effects of globalization are apparent, the locations themselves 
are foregrounded, revealing their underlying shapes and structures, that essence which outlives 
any single moment. In other words, the setting in Gursky’s photos are often the subjects. These 
settings of scenes of globalization are difficult to characterize as places or landscapes. Their odd 
geometries and flattened dimensions are spatially challenging exaggerations of a disorientation 
intrinsic to such settings. 
Gursky’s contribution to our understanding of globalization lies precisely in the relationship 
between his creative technique and the nature of his represented subject; or to put it another way, 
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Gursky’s desire to faithfully document a 99 Cent Store or a fashion show necessitate his arduous 
techniques, as these exemplars of globalization, by their nature, evade capture by simple means. 
In this thesis, I will study Andreas Gursky’s photography in the context of the landscape of 
globalization. Following an onion structure, I approach Gursky’s work in layers, starting from 
the outermost, most visual, and most concrete, to the innermost, least visual and most abstract: 
from architecture, to consumer society, to human geography, to metaphysics, and, finally, to 
time.  
From the outset, I note that globalization should not be taken as the be-all and end-all of 
Gursky’s work, nor should the value of his work be reduced to reflections on contemporary 
capitalism. To avoid totalizing theses which force theory onto Gursky’s photos, and in the 
practical interest of coping with his very large corpus of work, I will focus my analyses on 
individual works, refraining from characterizations of Gursky’s entire body of work except for 
the case of patterns which are empirically verifiable (e.g. his use of digital manipulation since 
1992, the ever-increasing physical dimensions of his images, or his process of creating images). 
I begin with an overview of Gursky’s life and work. The unique mix of formal subjectivity 
and documentary objectivity that characterize his work will be discussed in the context of the 
contemporary Düsseldorf School of photography and its predecessors. 
The next two sections establish the theoretical justification for analyzing globalization 
through aesthetics. To understand Gursky’s role in the context of the aesthetics of photography, I 
will draw on Benjamin’s influential work on the concept of the mechanical reproducibility of art. 
(Benjamin 2012a). The central concern is the often-overlooked role of the image in the 
development of capitalism. The mushrooming of images is the “missing link” between the 
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industrial capitalism of the 19th century and the consumer capitalism of the present day. I refer 
extensively to Walter Benjamin’s concept of phantasmagoria to explore the roots of the 
contemporary consumer landscape in the bourgeois transformation of 19th century Paris 
(Benjamin 1991). Then, to shed light on the driving force behind the development of capitalism 
today, I discuss Guy Debord’s theory of the spectacle and determine its relation to the concept of 
globalization (Debord 2006a). I note here that I avoid positing an all-encompassing theory, or 
even definition, of globalization. Rather, I use ideas from Benjamin and Debord to 
simultaneously throw light on globalization as well as Gursky’s photos. 
I then turn to discuss, with reference to the work of Marc Augé, the proliferation of peculiar 
types of places, or rather, non-places throughout the contemporary landscape. These places are 
unlivable, doubled, ahistorical and characterized by placelessness (Augé 1992, Reph 1976). I 
focus on how Gursky’s photos reveal fundamental qualitative properties of the landscape, 
otherwise difficult to detect, by artful representation of quantitative dimensions. 
Then, I will extend the discussion of Gursky’s work to that of reality and time, with a focus 
on his more recent, radically abstract, works. Here I will draw on Clément Rosset’s notion of the 
real and the double to analyze some aspects of the metaphysics of globalization (Rosset 2006, 
1984). Drawing on Benjamin’s concept of the aura, an artwork’s unique position in space and 
time, I will look at photography’s potential, or lack thereof, to represent and authenticate reality. 
Benjamin’s assertion that mechanically reproducible works, such as photographs, lack an aura by 
their very nature will be tested by studying the parallel doubling in Gursky’s work: the doubling 
of a subject in the image, and the doubling within the image-infused subject itself. I will show 
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that because Gursky’s unreal images are so faithful to the unreal condition of their subjects, the 
very moment of the loss of aura can be detected. 
I conclude by speculating that what constitutes the atom of the unreal in both photography 
and globalization is the freezing of time. To go beyond the lifeless static representation of an 
unmoving subject, Gursky, like Jan Vermeer, devotes himself to capturing “matter, eternally rich 
and alive” (Rosset 1984, 110). Though Gursky’s lens captures plastic, glass and metal while 
Vermeer’s brush captured silk, cloth and pearl, this is already enough to liberate a single 
infinitesimal unit of time. The selfsame moment when aura is lost is when Gursky devotes his 
energy fully to capture the moment rather than to preserve any trace of himself. By abandoning 
narcissism, as Vermeer did, Gursky renounces his own double and thereby neutralizes the 
phantom moment when globalization and the photograph conspire to freeze time in a double of 
the world.  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Figure 1.1 (landscape orientation). 99 Cent (Gursky 1999) 
!7
Figure 1.2 (landscape orientation). V&R (Gursky 2011) 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2. ANDREAS GURSKY IN CONTEXT 
I feel a bit like a recording device, expressing the spirit of the time in my own particular way. 
— Andreas Gursky (Roumette 2005) 
Andreas Gursky was born in 1955 in Dresden, East Germany to a father who worked as a 
commercial photographer. His grandfather was also a photographer. His family moved to West 
Germany when he was a toddler and he initially had doubts about becoming a professional 
photographer, but developed his craft under the guidance of Bernd and Hilla Becher, whose 
pupils would become known collectively as the Düsseldorf School. The Bechers emphasized a 
documentary approach to photography, their own work focusing on the industrial landscape. 
“Pitheads” (Figure 2.1) and “Eight Views, Haupstrasse 3, Birken, Germany” (Figure 2.2) are 
representative of the Bechers’ instantly recognizable style: black & white, straight-ahead shots of 
large buildings and structures. They used large-format cameras and the same composition for all 
of their shots. Often, their work is displayed as a series, with multiple images combined into a 
single frame. The series depict either a single structure from multiple angles, as in the images of 
the same house from angles all around it in “Eight Views”, or different structures of the same 
type, as in “Pitheads”. 
The roots of the Bechers’ style can be traced back to the Neue Sachlichkeit (new objectivity) 
movement of Weimar Germany, but influenced by post-World War 2 American color 
photographers like Joel Meyerowitz and Stephen Shore (Biro 2012, Eauclaire 1981). These share 
a documentary sensibility with the work of Walker Evans in the 1930’s and Eugène Atget in the 
early 20th century. 
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Neue Sachlichkeit was a broad movement in Germany spanning the arts but with a 
particularly important emphasis on photography. This project to document society, technology 
and nature from an objective perspective included two giants of the history of photography. 
August Sander made a vast, Borgesian catalog of social roles. Albert Renger-Patzsch 
photographed factories, buildings and nature in a best-selling photography collection called The 
World is Beautiful (Gelderloos 2014, Brückle 2006). Many of Renger Patzsch’s black-and-white 
photos bear an uncanny resemblance to Gursky’s early works, prior to his use of digital 
manipulation.  1
The Bechers, Sander, Renger-Patzsch, Meyerowitz, Shore, Evans and Atget attempt to 
document objectively in their work the subjects they encountered. This documentary approach to 
photography aims in essence to capture something of reality by means of the photographic 
image. The alternative approach is subjective, or formal, focusing on the visual elements of the 
photograph itself, rather than on what is being photographed. The father of subjective 
photography was the German Otto Steinert, whose works like “Pedestrian’s Foot” (Figure 2.9) 
and “Grand Palais 2, Paris” (Figure 2.10) provide a strong contrast to the work of the Bechers, 
who consciously developed their own objective approach to photography in opposition to 
Steinert’s subjective approach (Biro 2012). 
Whether the photo is a portrait of a person or of a building, the approach taken by the 
photographer can lead to an image that is seen either as a truthful capture of the subject or as just 
a fanciful fragment of the artist’s imagination. The documentary approach chooses a “natural” 
perspective, corresponding to what a non-photographic witness would see, and leaves the subject 
 For more on Neue Sachlichkeit, see (Jones 2000) (Rowe 2014) (Sander and Halley 1978) 1
(Schmalenbach 1940). I discuss Renger-Patzsch’s work in more detail in Chapter 3.
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in its “natural” state. The photo is thus discovered, not created. Whereas a formal approach does 
not limit itself to natural perspective or setting. The subject can be dressed up and posed, lighting 
can be manipulated, or the background decorated with strange furniture, to name just a few 
obvious techniques, to create an image which does not correspond to any reality outside of the 
image. Also, after the photo has been taken, it can be edited in the printing process, transforming 
color, adding and removing elements, or combining multiple photographs. 
Of course, the distinction between the documentary and formal style is not absolute, and 
there are always elements of formal abstraction in documentary photos, and even the most 
abstract image documents some element of reality. In the final analysis, no person can be 
completely objective, nor did documentary photographers try to be. And even the most 
unrealistic, manipulated image captures the reality of its own existence, of the imagination, 
motivation and technical processes that created it. Whereas the Bechers documented the 
existence of industrial buildings, their work does not document the existence of advanced image 
manipulation techniques, which subjective photography, like Steinert’s, does. The awareness of 
the existence of such techniques calls into question the authenticity of all photographs, not just 
those that are obviously manipulated. 
We can easily relate the Bechers’ photos to particular structures, whose locations they 
meticulously recorded. In Steinert’s work, the location is not clear, and in images like “Grand 
Palais 2, Paris” we are not even sure of what we are seeing. The landscape provides for Steinert 
just another medium, to be molded into the final image. Though this subjective approach does 
violence to the semblance of what was photographed, it is honest about the power of 
photography to distort. The Bechers took great pains to establish a standard working method that 
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was as objective as possible, but how can we be sure that their images do not contain subtle 
manipulations? After all, Steinert’s “Pedestrian’s Foot”, at first sight, does not seem manipulated. 
It is only when we look closer that we see a disembodied foot in the image, and we assume that 
the rest of the pedestrian’s body has been removed from the scene through editing. Had Steinert 
taken out the foot as well, we would have no idea that there was a pedestrian there at all.  
Even a small detail can have a significant impact on how we understand the image. What if 
there was a Swastika spray painted on the side of one of the structures photographed by the 
Bechers that they thought fit to remove through editing out of concern that it would distract from 
their true subject? I think it’s very unlikely that they would edit the image, but it is more likely 
that in such a circumstance they would notify the authorities to have the graffiti removed before 
photographing the structure. The most likely scenario, and one that I think is certainly the case in 
the Bechers’ work, is that they would avoid such a scene altogether. In their vast body of work 
documenting large structures, we never see any examples of graffiti. Either there is no graffiti in 
Germany or the Bechers exercise subjective choices to find images that fit within their pre-
conceived plan for a photo. At the very least, it is clear that their focus on certain kinds of 
industrial structures leaves out many other kinds of subjects, which amounts to a type of 
“editing” or manipulation. 
The main reason a photograph is not a credible representation of reality is that the photo is 
always static, whereas reality is moving. An artist can capture a moment of a movement, or the 
potential for movement, but movement itself escapes the photo. Even the motion picture does not 
capture the movement of reality, since it is framed, edited and condensed whereas movement in 
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reality is slow, subtle and all around. As Rosset wrote, this is a fundamental problem with any 
depiction, not just photography or film. 
Si tout bouge il est impossible de rien attraper, ou plutôt impossible de rien saisir tel quel, de rien 
saisir sans le changer. 
(If everything moves it is impossible to catch anything, or rather it is impossible to grab anything 
as such, to grab anything without changing it.) 
(Rosset 2006a, 45) 
Following the logic of Schrödinger’s Cat, we cannot “grab” a moment of reality without 
changing it. The objective capture of reality by photography, or any other depiction, is an 
illusion. Hence the necessity of subjective means to capture those parts of reality that are 
changed in the taking of the picture. We all have had the experience of taking a simple photo of a 
scene right before our eyes to be disappointed that the photo somehow doesn’t look like what we 
saw. At the same time, certain paintings, like Van Gogh’s “Starry Night” or Bada Shanren’s fish, 
seem more lifelike than any photograph. 
Fundamentally, it is naïve to ascribe to any photograph the quality of full objectivity or 
authenticity. Although Barthes, in his influential La chambre claire (The bright room) saw in 
photographs the ultimate proof, or authentication, of the real, this view has been refuted. It is not 
that photographs are always subjective, but that we can never lay aside our doubts about their 
subjectivity. Rosset called into doubt Barthes’ common sense for believing in the authenticating 
power of the photograph. 
Du caractère fantasmagorique des photographies truquées il ne s’ensuit naturellement pas que 
toute photographie est trompeuse, mais seulement qu’il n’est aucune photographie dont il soit 
possible de garantir l’authenticité. Car aucune vérité photographique ne peut s’autofonder: il lui 
manquera toujours l’appui d’un élément extérieur qui la valide, conformément à ce qu’énonce, je 
crois, un des deux théorèmes de Gödel. D’où la nécessaire révision à la baisse de l’autorité 
photographique, bien résumée par un mot célèbre de Jean-Luc Godard: “Ce n’est pas une image 
juste, c’est juste une image.” 
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From the phantasmagoric character of trick photographs, it naturally does not follow that all 
photography is deceitful, only that there is no photograph whose authenticity can be guaranteed. 
Because no photographic truth can be based on itself: it will always be missing the support of an 
external element which validates it, in accordance with what, I believe, one of the two theorems of 
Gödel proposes . From which the necessary downgrading of photographic authority, summed up 2
well by a famous quote from Jean-Luc Godard: “It’s not a good image, it’s just an image.”  3
(Rosset 2006a, 31-2) 
The possibility of “trick photographs” or of “photographic tricks” is always on the horizon 
and a critical attitude is always necessary to avoid being manipulated by photographs. The vast 
sophistication which governments and companies display in falsifying, distorting, manipulating 
and concocting images to further their projects and interests is well known. Artists, too, have 
their own motivations and the objective eye is not something that can be taken for granted. 
Therefore the gulf between objective and subjective photography is not clear cut. The artists’ 
commitment to the truth is not discernible merely based on style, as either objective or subjective 
photography can be manipulated. 
Beyond the issues of truthfulness and manipulation, there is always an element of abstraction 
in the work of documentary photographers. Looking at Evans’ photos of the poor and their 
homes in Depression-era America, for example “Washroom and dining area of Floyd Burrough’s 
home” (Figure 2.5), one cannot help but reflect on the broader implications of the particular 
scenes depicted. Evans was well aware of this and took pains to set up his shots so they would 
impart a hopeful message, rather than documenting precisely the grim squalor he found at the 
 The Austrian-American mathematician Kurt Gödel published his two incompleteness theorems in 1931. 2
The first theorem proves that any axiomatic mathematical system of the natural numbers will include 
statements that are indeterminate, that is to say they can neither be proven true nor proven false, and thus 
every axiomatic mathematical system will be incomplete. The second theorem, to which Rosset refers, 
proves that no complete mathematical system can prove its own consistency. For an introduction to 
Gödel’s theorems, see (Hofstadter 1999).
 I have tried to preserve the literal meaning but the French play on words is lost in translation. The term 3
“une image juste” corresponds roughly to “good image”, an accurate visual depiction whereas the 
reordered “juste une image” means “just an image”.
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scene, moving furniture and selecting perspectives that made the cramped rooms seem less 
claustrophobic, and as a result, the living conditions of the Burroughs family less miserable 
(Curtis & Grannen 1980). Evans’ role as an employee of the Farm Security Administration is 
also significant, for the interests of the state were also at issue. The volatile public mood in the 
middle of the Great Depression was doubly mollified by the harnessing of the artists like Evans, 
who, instead of potentially agitating the masses with provocative work, were now gainfully 
employed in the effort to calm them down.  
Eugène Atget’s nostalgic photos of the old Paris imperiled by Haussmannization served an 
opposite function as Evans’, critiquing the state instead of supporting it. The old building in 
“Coin, rue du Cimetière Saint-Benoît” (Figure 2.6) seems nostalgic, as do many of Atget’s 
photos of 18th and early 19th century buildings. But like Evans, in many of these photos, the 
squalor and cruelty of the ancien régime is hidden. Though the images have not been altered, the 
motivation behind them leads to a subjective version of history, which demonizes Haussmann’s 
project while whitewashing the gruesomeness which preceded it. 
In the Bechers’ work, the placement of multiple images in the same frame strongly suggests 
an effort to find a fundamental unifying form. Looking at “Pitheads”, which depicts coal mines 
from Germany, France and England, we naturally tend to imagine an archetypal pithead that 
unifies all the disparate images. Or in “Eight Views”, we seek to visualize the house in its totality 
from all perspectives, rather than limit our view to a single perspective.  
The importance of these various influences on Gursky should not be exaggerated however, 
nor should our approach to his work be overly concerned with fitting him into, or against, this or 
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that school. Generally speaking, photography does not admit to meaningful groupings of artists. 
As Susan Sontag wrote: 
To group photographers in schools or movements seems to be a kind of misunderstanding, based 
(once again) on the irrepressible but invariably misleading analogy between photography and 
painting.  
(Sontag 1990, 144) 
Gursky’s work is a hybrid of objective and subjective, documentary and formal, capturing a 
subject while adjusting visual elements aggressively to create an image, not just document a 
subject. 
Gursky extended the abstract tendencies in the work of the Bechers with the help of formal, 
subjective techniques reminiscent of Steinert. Gursky abandoned early in his career the objective 
limitations favored by the Bechers, choosing varying perspectives and scales. However, he 
maintains in all of his work the concern for documentary precision, resisting a transition to 
completely formal depictions. Even his most abstract works are nowhere as subjective as the 
work of Steinert. Gursky also gave up the large format camera, whose large size and difficult 
setup required each image to be planned well in advance, with an appropriate shooting position 
where the heavy tripod could be placed. Gursky looked for unforeseen opportunities to take 
pictures, and the medium-format camera made this possible. Even in his more recent works, 
which involve weeks or months of planning and execution, Gursky still leaves room for the 
chance element, either as an inspiration for a photo or as an element in its later construction. In 
short, though he shares an interest in cataloging the built environment with the Bechers and the 
tradition of objective, documentary photography exemplified by Neue Sachlichkeit, Gursky’s use 
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of digital manipulation and his embrace of highly abstract shapes set him apart. His photos are 
characterized by their giant size , repetitive geometric patterns, and bright colors.  4
There are basic historical reasons for Gursky’s departure from the objectivism of the Bechers. 
The transformation of the world around him saw many of the solid industrial structures the 
Bechers so painstakingly documented torn down soon after being photographed by them as the 
advanced economies of Europe built newer structures and generally moved their economies 
away from a reliance on manufacturing, or outsourced manufacturing to peripheral places in 
Eastern Europe and Asia. The Bechers’ dedication to objectivity evolved in the 1950’s, a period 
when Germany strove to actively distance its culture from the shadow of the Nazi Third Reich. A 
cold, emotionless attitude and an embrace of supposedly neutral activities like business and 
industry seemed as effective ways of leaving behind the excesses of emotion, violence and 
aesthetics associated with Nazi culture, whose obsession with the grandiose and hyperbolic knew 
no bounds. By the 1980’s when Gursky began his professional career, this rigidity was no longer 
as relevant, as the memory of the Nazi reign began to fade. Moreover, the increasing 
consumerism of society after World War 2 had transformed the European landscape much as it 
had done in America, so that the imprint of economic activity was no longer to be found mainly 
in industrial sites, but throughout the everyday landscape. A coal mine or a water tower was not 
an important part of the economic infrastructure in Gursky’s day as they were in the immediate 
post-World War 2 period, and as a practical matter, a photographer choosing to focus on such 
sites found that the work was no longer one of documenting the basic elements of society, but 
 Gursky’s work increased steadily in size over his career. His early works were modest in size. The 1988 4
image “Bochum University” measures 44.5 x 61 cm whereas 2011’s “V&R” measures 250.3 x 508.3 cm, 
almost 50 times larger by surface area. Gursky attributes this increase to the fact that his work started to 
be exhibited in museums, making larger sizes more appropriate (Schmidt-Garre 2011).
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seeking out rare, historical and romanticized places on the edge of extinction. In fact, the 
Bechers’ work has become increasingly important for historical research, since it documented so 
well the past. Its ability to throw light on the present is not possible in a direct manner anymore 
as the subjects of the photos in large part no longer exist. Ironically, the meaning of the Bechers' 
work for a contemporary audience is essentially dependent on the subjective interpretation of the 
past. Gursky’s use of subjective techniques, however, open up opportunities to expose more 
fundamental aspects of reality that are less tied to the existence of the subject. In a way, Gursky 
managed to capture archetypes which have relevance as documentation of an entire system rather 
than of a single landscape. 
Gursky’s works today are amongst the most sought-after photos in the world : “Rhein II” and 
“99 Cent II Diptych” set records for the most expensive photos ever sold (Gronert 2009). His 
early works showed an eye for the radical, unsettling vistas that are part of everyday life. 
“Bochum University” (Figure 2.11) from 1988 attempts to capture the excessive open spaces of 
academic architecture, resulting in a somewhat agoraphobic scene, reminiscent of “Porch, 
Provincetown” (Figure 2.7) by Joel Meyerowitz. Gursky’s “Genoa” (Figure 2.12) from 1991 
captures a scene of traffic much like Stephen Shore’s “W. Market St. and N. Eugene St., 
Greensboro, NC, 1976” (Figure 2.8), but in Gursky’s image, the cars are more tightly packed, 
and fill the entire part of the road visible to us. The large ships in the background inform us of 
the presence of the sea, but obscure it completely. The extreme congestion reveals Gursky’s 
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quest for the radical in one of the last pictures he took before he started using digital 
manipulation in 1992.  5
The first image that set his style for the rest of his career, the first “true Gursky”, is “Paris, 
Montparnasse” (Figure 2.13), which depicts the Mouchotte Building designed by the influential 
French architect Jean Dubuisson. The image has been digitally manipulated and is actually a 
combination of two separate images, since the camera and lens Gursky used could not take a 
single shot of the entire building. Had he used a panoramic camera, he may have had difficulty 
finding a suitable location to take a picture of the entire building as it is in a crowded part of 
Paris. To get the kind of straight-ahead shot of the entire building without losing focus required 
some kind of manipulation. Gursky also removes any natural perspective in this shot as the very 
wide building is presented as a perfect rectangle, whereas the eye’s field of vision could not 
picture such a large structure as such a perfect rectangle when seen directly. A final point to note 
is that Gursky’s image preserves every part of the building in equal focus, which again would not 
be possible for the naked eye. Although we can only look at one part of the massive frame of 
“Paris, Montparnasse”  at any given moment and would need to walk a few steps to see the 6
whole of it, from a distance the entire image seems strangely sharp as a result of this odd type of 
focus. This artificial sharpness would not be felt in a typical photo of the Mouchotte building, or 
when viewing it in person. This focus also means that each window of the building can be clearly 
 Joel Meyerowitz and Stephen Shore were American color photographers whom the Bechers encouraged 5
their pupils to study. One of the books Gursky and his fellow pupils studied closely was “The New Color 
Photography” (Eauclaire 1981), which includes both of these images. Whether Gursky was directly 
inspired by the Meyerowitz and Shore images that I have reproduced here is not known, but the 
comparison with Gursky’s work is revealing of both similarities and differences, of both Gursky’s roots 
and his own unique style.
 The photo measures 206 x 406 cm.6
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seen into, with figures caught in a variety of actions. This “x-ray” view into buildings is difficult 
to accomplish without digital manipulation. For some of his images of large buildings, Gursky 
takes photos in the day and night and merges them. The day shots show the building clearly 
whereas the night shots allow us to see into the windows, whose reflections in the daytime block 
the view. 
I close this section with a note on the boring, respectable character of Gursky’s subjects, 
which are testaments to the continuing influence of the Bechers. Unlike Jeff Wall or Cindy 
Sherman, two of the most prominent art photographers working today, Gursky avoids the 
salacious or gory. For example, his fellow pupil of the Bechers, Thomas Ruff, with whom he 
shares a studio, created a series of blurred images taken from online pornography sites. Another 
example is Jeff Wall’s “Dead Troops Talk (A vision after an ambush of a Red Army patrol, near 
Moqor, Afghanistan, winter 1986)”, the third most expensive photograph ever sold, which is as 
gory as a Hollywood zombie movie.  
Gursky’s restraint and consistency of style and technique are refreshingly conservative in 
today’s art world, which in both popular and elite genres, is in an arms race to shock the 
sensibilities. This conservatism on Gursky’s part is a clue to his critical viewpoint towards his 
subjects and society as a whole, which he has expressed in understated terms in interviews. 
Compare “Bochum University”, “Genoa” or “Paris, Montparnasse” with Diane Arbus’ “Patriotic 
Young Man with a Flag” (Figure 2.14).  7
Arbus’ work is a good instance of a leading tendency of high art in capitalist countries: to 
suppress, or at least reduce, moral and sensory queasiness. Much of modern art is devoted to 
lowering the threshold of what is terrible. By getting used to what, formerly, we could not bear to 
 Arbus’ work is difficult to classify as objective or subjective. She used a documentary, objective style 7
but photographed either people considered freaks by society or unremarkable people caught in a sudden 
moment of freakish appearance. Dwarfs, giants, and the mentally ill feature among Arbus’ subjects.
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see or hear, because it was too shocking, painful, or embarrassing; art changes morals—that body 
of psychic custom and public sanctions that draw a vague boundary between what is emotionally 
and spontaneously intolerable and what is not. The gradual suppression of queasiness does bring 
us closer to a rather formal truth—that of the arbitrariness of the taboos constructed by art and 
morals. But our ability to stomach this rising grotesqueness in images (moving and still) and in 
print has a stiff price. In the long run, it works outs not as a liberation of but as a subtraction from 
the self: a pseudo-familiarity with the horrible reinforces alienation, making one less able to react 
in real life. What happens to people’s feelings on first exposure to today’s neighborhood 
pornographic film or to to tonight’s televised atrocity is not so different from what happens when 
they first look at Arbus’ photographs.  
(Sontag 1990, 40-41) 
Arbus’ images are still powerful and disturbing today, but her subject matter has become 
tame in comparison to the pornography and gore that saturate popular media, especially the 
internet, and art galleries, which, as the avant-garde of capitalist culture, have mastered the 
“gradual suppression of queasiness”. In contrast, Gursky’s obstinate refusal to budge the slightest 
in his subject matter reflects a strong conviction regarding what is appropriate subject matter. 
Although his works sell well on the art market and are embraced by commercial interests as 
iconography, not critique, at a deeper level, Gursky’s work, its meticulous technique applied to 
conservative subject matter, resists being co-opted.  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Figure 2.1. Pitheads (Bechers 1974)  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Figure 2.2 (landscape orientation). 8 Views, Haupstrasse 3, Birken, Germany (Bechers 1973)  
!23
Figure 2.3 (landscape orientation). Chimney (Renger-Patzsch c. 1920) 
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Figure 2.4. Machine Detail (Renger-Patzsch 1950)  
!25
Figure 2.5. Washroom and dining area of Floyd Burrough’s home (Evans 1936)  
!26
Figure 2.6. Coin, rue du Cimetière Saint-Benoît (Atget 1923)  
!27
Figure 2.7. Porch, Provincetown (Meyerowitz 1977)  
!28
Figure 2.8 (landscape orientation). W. Market St. and N. Eugene St., Greensboro, NC, 1976 
(Shore 1976)  
!29
Figure 2.9 (landscape orientation). Pedestrian’s Foot (Steinert 1950)  
!30
Figure 2.10. Grand Palais 2, Paris (Steinert 1956)  
!31
Figure 2.11 (landscape orientation). Bochum, University (Gursky 1988) 
!32
Figure 2.12 (landscape orientation). Genoa (Gursky 1991) 
!33
Figure 2.13 (landscape orientation). Paris, Montparnasse (Gursky 1993) 
!34
Figure 2.14. Patriotic Young Man with a Flag (Arbus 1967) 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3. PHANTASMAGORIA 
The phantasmagoria was an image projection device invented in the late 1790’s by the 
Belgian magician and scientist Étienne-Gaspard Robert, also known by the stage name Étienne 
Robertson, who enhanced the 17th century magic lantern to allow for the size of the projected 
image to be adjusted, for images to be quickly changed and for multiple images to be projected at 
once. He performed with his phantasmagoria in revolutionary France, receiving a patent for the 
device in 1799. (Cohen 1993, 1989). Robertson’s device left a strong impression on his 
audiences, and can be seen as a forerunner to film. His phantasmagoria is noteworthy but not 
unique, as other magicians and psychics of his day put on similar shows throughout Europe. It is 
also no accident that the appearance of such strange, revolutionary projection technology 
coincides with the industrial revolution and the explosion of capitalism, which provided the 
technical means to build the phantasmagoria, and more importantly, the existence of an urban 
audience which provided the financial reward for its invention and popularization. 
Karl Marx referred to the “the phantasmagorical form of a relationship of things” (die 
phantasmagorishce Form eines Verhältnisses von Dingen) in a section of Das Kapital called The 
Fetishistic character of the commodity and its secret (Marx and Engels 1968, 86). Marx did not 
elaborate specifically on the notion of phantasmagoria, and from the context of the rest of the 
section, it is clear he used the term as a somewhat generic analogy, consistent with other 
terminology related to the occult (secret, mystical, fetish, table-turning ) to dismiss the apparent 8
 Table-turning was a form of séance used in 19th century Europe where a group of people would sit at a 8
table with their hands on the surface and purportedly communicate with spirits based on the perceived 
tilting of the table.
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independent life of commodities, or products as we would call them today, as nothing but 
illusion and superstition.  
For Walter Benjamin, however, phantasmagoria was more than just an analogy. Benjamin 
was interested in phantasmagoria as a specific type of media technology and as a conceptual 
analogy for bourgeois architecture in his unfinished masterpiece on the arcades, or shopping 
malls, of 19th century Paris. (Benjamin 1991, Blaettler 2012, Cohen 1989). In particular, his 
essay, Paris, capital of the 19th century, elaborated a well-grounded materialist aesthetics of art 
and life in Paris, which Benjamin saw as the vanguard of the 19th century bourgeois world.  9
Les temples du pouvoir spirituel et séculier de la bourgeoisie devaient trouver leur apothéose dans 
le cadre des enfilades de rues. On dissimulait ces perspectives avant l’inauguration par une toile 
que l’on soulevait comme on dévoile un monument et la vue s’ouvrait alors sur une église, une 
gare, une statue équestre ou quelqu’autre symbole de civilisation. Dans l’haussmannisation de 
Paris la fantasmagorie s’est fait pierre.  
(The bourgeoisie’s temples of spiritual and secular power were to find their apotheosis in the 
framework of the rows of streets. These perspectives were concealed before their inauguration by 
a cloth which was lifted as if a monument was being unveiled and the view would then open up 
onto a church, a station, an equestrian statue or some other symbol of civilization. In the 
Haussmannisation of Paris, phantasmagoria was made stone.) 
(Benjamin 1991). 
The dramatic transformation of Paris under the direction of Baron Haussmann during the rule 
of Napoléon III was the epitome of the 19th century, which saw history as “an endless series of 
facts frozen in the form of things” (une série illimitée de faits figés sous forme de choses). As a 
result, the innovations introduced during the course of the 19th century, from new styles of 
interior design to the remaking of Paris, “enter the universe of a phantasmagoria”. Whereas 
Robertson’s phantasmagoria had little physical substance, consisting of mostly projected light 
 Benjamin wrote two essays titled Paris, capital of the 19th century. I refer in this thesis exclusively to 9
the version of 1939, written in French, which was not published during Benjamin’s lifetime. A version of 
the essay was published in German in 1935. This earlier version lacks the focus on phantasmagoria and 
instead draws on notions of the dream image (Cohen 1989).
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along with some smoke to heighten the effect, the various phantasmagorias that Benjamin 
discusses manifested themselves physically in 19th century Paris. In this sense, phantasmagoria 
can be understood more generally as an artificial projection onto a medium, not just light onto a 
surface, but also decorations onto a room, or architecture onto a city. What these extended 
phantasmagorias share in common with Robertson’s device is their power to captivate their 
audiences. These spectacular projections of completely false, artificial scenes, perfected through 
ingenious technical means, were put to use by Robertson in the service of his own personal profit 
and fame.  
In 19th century Paris, the stakes were much higher. The arcades and world expositions were 
embodiments of the utopian dreams of Fourier and Saint-Simon. The newly arrived entity we 
now know as the “individual” (le particulier) creates a safe, private universe for himself with 
domestic interiors that create microcosms of the whole world, but this world cannot protect him 
from the office, his primary habitat. Another new type, the flâneur, a restless, pedestrian explorer 
of the city, seeks his own identity in the phantasmagoria of urban crowds, only to be 
disappointed in finding “always the same” (toujours le même). And at the grandest scale, 
Haussmann sought, by means of his architectural phantasmagorias, to simultaneously protect and 
decorate bourgeois civilization, which was shaken to its foundations by war and revolution 
culminating in the Paris Commune of 1871. The communards took over Haussmann’s barricade-
proof city with towering barricades backed by deep trenches, but their challenge to his stone 
phantasmagoria ultimately collapsed, leading their leader, the veteran revolutionary Blanqui to 
despair, in Benjamin’s words, that “humanity will be prey to mythic anguish as long as 
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phantasmagoria occupies a place in it” (l’humanité sera en proie à une angoisse mythique tant 
que la fantasmagorie y occupera une place). (Benjamin 1991). 
Benjamin’s thoughts on phantasmagoria offer three relevant points for our current study of 
Gursky and globalization. First, bourgeois aesthetics and ideology manifest themselves in the 
urban landscape. Not only do the design of stores, streets, buildings, etc. serve a direct utilitarian 
end, but are also a manifestation of an aesthetic and ideological project. Haussmann’s broad 
streets not only facilitated suppression of uprisings to protect bourgeois civilization, their  beauty 
and orderliness were meant to establish the worthiness of that civilization and prove that it was 
worth protecting. 
Second, since aesthetics and ideology are expressed in constituents of the urban landscape 
such as interiors, architecture and crowds, these are, consequently, types of media, like painting, 
photography or sculpture. The arcades, world expos, the crowds, and the broad streets; all these 
are artificial projections, media “made stone”. Under the conditions of production after the 
industrial revolution, humanity’s ability to alter its environment grew to such an extent that the 
building of a city could be seen as an exercise in media creation. Going back to the earliest 
history of architecture, buildings and the altered environment served as media. Especially in 
religious buildings, architecture and decorations were designed to tell a story to the masses. The 
difference in the industrial age is that not only sacred stories could be told in this way. 
Merchants, bureaucrats, eccentrics and visionaries now regularly engaged in building places 
increasingly designed to function as media. 
Finally, with the above two points in mind, any representation of urban landscapes in the 
industrial era are not first-level representations of a place. Since the urban landscape is itself 
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composed of various media, a media representation of the landscape (e.g. a painting of a street or 
a photograph of a storefront) is a representation of a representation, or a second-level 
representation. In fact, it could easily be a third-level representation or worse. If we consider the 
proliferation of signs, text and images in the urban landscape, we can see that it can be very 
difficult to follow the chain of representation to a concrete reality. If the city of Paris is a 
collection of media “made in stone”, then what is a sign that says “Paris, 1km north”? What 
about a painting of such a sign? Or a photo of that painting? The purpose here is not to play 
hypothetical games, but to point out just how easy it is to fall into infinite loops and circular 
logic when we are dealing with media representations of modern urban landscapes. The signifier 
and signified each contain a signifier and signified, each of which also contains a signifier and 
signified.  
Another problem is that of repetition. The scale of modern cities is such that elements like 
windows, street signs, paving stones, cars and pedestrians often appear in mass quantities. The 
unifying logic of these masses, unlike that of a school of fish, or a flock of birds, is not to be 
found in nature. At the scale of modern cities, the patterns that these masses take are highly 
linear and pre-determined. To understand their shape, their reality, one has to know what the 
intended pattern is. Conversely, to recognize the logic behind the pattern is to see the invisible 
hand and know its purpose. Therefore, in today’s world, neither are there any simple urban 
landscapes to be photographed, nor are there any simple interpretations of photos of urban 
landscapes. For anyone concerned with depicting something “real” in a photo of an urban 
landscape, to avoid falling into a hall of mirrors, much work has to be done. Similarly, for the 
observer of such a photo, to find the reality it depicts requires some work as well.  
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Is it possible to capture the reality of highly artificial places through the complex and highly 
artificial means employed by Gursky? In comparing the representation of contemporary reality in 
the 1930’s by painting and film, Benjamin pointed out that direct representations of reality were 
no longer possible. The classical approach of painting, with its unified subject, could not depict 
the intense separation of life in the industrial age. 
So ist die filmische Darstellung der Realität für den heutigen Menschen darum die unvergleichlich 
bedeutungsvollere, weil sie den apparatfreien Aspekt der Wirklichkeit, den er vom Kunstwerk 
fordern berechtigt ist, gerade auf Grund ihrer intensivsten Durchdringung mit der Apparatur 
gewährt. 
(So for today’s people, the cinematic representation of reality is incomparably more meaningful, 
because it offers the apparatus-free aspect of reality, which one is justified in expecting from a 
work of art, exactly on the grounds of its most intensive interpenetration with apparatus.) 
(Benjamin 2012a, 32) 
Looking at “99 Cent” and seeing “just a store there” ignores the problematic geographical 
nature of the phantasmagoric landscape of the “store” as well as the “there” where it is located. 
The store, located in Hollywood, is a product of corporate planning following a cookie-cutter, 
architect-free blueprint, and built on a formless empty lot in a formless, a-geographic city. 
Certainly a 99 Cent store is there, but what does it really mean for a 99 Cent store to be there? 
The 99 Cent store is a phantasmagoria of contemporary consumer capitalism, combining garishly 
a vast array of cheap products, united by their cost, each a small phantasmagoria in and of itself. 
This individual phantasmagoria is but one of countless others in Los Angeles, which like a self-
repeating fractal, or a Russian matryoshka doll, is composed of phantasmagorias composed of 
other phantasmagorias. And this city is but just one of an ever-growing number within a global 
network of phantasmagoria, which has spread virally to every corner of the world. 
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Let us focus on the store. Its intense separation, its maddening phantasmagoria is not 
representable with a simple snapshot but requires an intense editing process, much as films 
undergo through the shooting of multiple takes and their re-assembly in post-production. Gursky 
undertakes exactly such a process, painstakingly scouting locations, taking multiple shots at 
different times from different angles, and re-combining them with the help of image editing 
software. The artificiality of this process provides Gursky a chance to live with his subjects at an 
intense level, his photographic apparatus, interpenetrating with the space he is depicting. This 
lived experience of the artist and his medium with the subject is essential to Gursky’s uncanny 
capture of their reality. From a slightly different angle, the complex, artificial process Gursky 
follows mirrors that which underlies the subjects he films, which are themselves convoluted, 
artificial projections of a dizzyingly complex network of socio-economic relations today at a 
global scale. In fact, with the prevalence of Geographic Information Systems in the planning of 
retail stores as well as in the promotion of goods through customer tracking, one can justifiably 
claim that the scale has pushed beyond the global to the interplanetary. 
Gursky’s approach to depicting the reality of the 99 Cent Store is to first find an impossible 
perspective from which the entire expanse of the interior is visible, with no sign of any exterior. 
This massive interior space is depicted on a mammoth scale (over 2 meters tall and 3 meters 
wide), with everything equally in focus on a flat plane.  Although there is a hint of perspective 10
in the decrease of the size with each row of shelves, there is not connecting line to link the 
 It should be noted that there are two separate works depicting the 99 Cent Store by Gursky. The first is 10
a single image from 1999 titled “99 Cent”, the one discussed in depth in this thesis, and reprinted in many 
of Gursky’s catalogs, as well as on the internet. The second, “99 Cent II Diptychon” is a Diptych of 2 
images made in 2001. Although this second image was the one that sold for over $3 million, setting the 
record at the time for the world’s most expensive photo, it is not reprinted in any of the five catalogs 
referenced in this thesis’ bibliography, nor could I find any high resolution version of the image on the 
internet.
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outermost row to the innermost. The effect is more like a stack of flat sheets rather than a space 
with a third dimension. It should be noted that a typical 99 Cent Store, and the one where Gursky 
took the photo in Hollywood, does not offer a view of its interior in this way as the relatively 
small shop windows only permit the outermost row of shelves to be seen from outside the store. 
The colors of the photo split it into three components groups: a radiant, flat white “skeleton” 
composed of the pillars and the white walls in the upper half of the photo but also including the 
shelves all throughout the scene; a medley of artificially bright colors concentrated in the bottom 
half and in the lower center of the top half; and a mixture of the two above in a shiny, pastel 
rainbow along the roof of the store.  
There is a likelihood that Gursky manipulated the colors to achieve this effect as the odd 
purple, green and blue colors of the store’s logo hardly register. Looking at the later version of 
this image, “99 Cent II Diptychon”, which includes 2 images of the store side-by-side, it is 
obvious that each of the 3 images (the original “99 Cent” and the 2 parts of the diptych) has a 
drastically different color signature. 
The people in the store are visible, but not very clear. Due to the high shelves and the angle 
of the picture, only their upper body is visible. There are a few small children riding on carts or 
being held by adults. The overall impression is that not much shopping is being done and that the 
shoppers are trying very hard to find something to buy, having become bored and disinterested in 
the process. 
Whereas Robertson’s phantasmagorias were individual elements on a wall in theater and the 
phantasmagorias of the Paris arcades described by Benjamin had wide walkways to allow large 
numbers of shoppers to stroll by and appreciate the iron and glass architecture of the store fronts, 
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in “99 Cent” the phantasmagoria of the market overwhelms the figures within. There is an odd 
kind of claustrophobia one feels from looking at the image, as if an immense space was filled to 
capacity with candy and other consumer goods. The store’s interior actually has a high ceiling 
and its aisles are comfortably wide to allow for carts to go through. However, Gursky has 
manipulated the perspective of the image to compress the 3rd dimension, so that the innermost 
aisles fill up most of the vertical space of the image. The little strip of empty walls at the back 
look tiny and in any case are covered over by the store’s banners. This trick also has the effect of 
making the aisles seem impossibly narrow, as if the shoppers were wedged in between them like 
one of the candy bars. 
The observer of the image, mirroring the plight of the shoppers stuck inside the image, 
struggles to find a product to focus their attention on. Despite a huge store crammed with 
products, one finds it difficult to identify a single useful or necessary product. And although each 
candy bar’s logo is exquisitely rendered, as if a tidal wave of corporate advertising was 
threatening to was over the viewer, these too seem to lose their identity. Their logos were 
designed to sell to the shopper at point blank range and to scream for attention from longer 
distances to lure shoppers closer to decode them, and then to buy them. But this clear focus from 
a distance, something that the naked eye is not capable of, seems to defeat their design. Further, 
zoomed out to this distance where one can see all the products side-by-side, uncanny 
resemblances are revealed. The uniqueness of the Kit-Kat logo are impressive up close, but when 
seen at this range, on the same aisle as Rolo and Krunch, it doesn’t seem as special. A shopper 
inside the 99 Cent store, or any other large retail store, never has a chance to view things in this 
way. Not only because of the limits of the naked eye, but because the layout of the store has been 
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engineered, the product display boxes have been engineered, and the product packaging has been 
engineered to show the most products to the shopper in the most attractive light in the shortest 
amount of time; in other words to maximize sales at a minimum cost. At this point, we can also 
notice that in fact, the store has no decoration of any kind except for the products and their 
packaging. The white pillars hold up the roof, the white shelves hold up the products, but the 
store itself, what makes it a place, is nothing but products. Here we see where the quantitative 
scale of globalization, the sheer number of products, gives way to a qualitative change in the 
landscape, a place that is not just devoted to selling things, but is constituted of the very things 
being sold. If all the products were emptied out of the store, it wouldn’t even be a store anymore. 
Not to belabor the point, but this change means that a store is not as its etymology implies, a 
place to store products, but a strange place that is products. 
A visit to a 99 Cent Store is not an unpleasant experience. Although the chain is associated 
with lower-income shoppers and its gaudy color scheme appear unattractive, once one decides to 
swallow one’s pride and go into the store, it is a remarkable normal place. On a visit to a 99 Cent 
Store in Northridge, California  in November 2014, I found it liberating to enter the 11
establishment for the first time. Although I had visited low-price markets like Pic-N-Save many 
years ago, I had never been to a 99 Cent Store. I took several photographs of the store from 
outside and inside (Figures 3.1 to 3.4), which demonstrate that the store is not that strange. In 
fact, the products sold are not very different from those sold at more popular supermarkets. The 
more expensive brands are available, but in smaller sizes. For example, off-brand sodas are sold 
in 2 liter bottles for 99 cents whereas the “good” brands like Coca Cola and Pepsi are available 
 The store is located at 8966 Reseda Blvd, within walking distance to California State University, 11
Northridge.
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only in smaller 12 ounce bottles. And there are even products that are not 99 cents. An ice cream 
bar cost one dollar exactly, including tax and a pack of light bulbs was priced at $1.99. All in all, 
the store was a remarkably utilitarian place, well run and in no way the maddening apotheosis of 
consumerism run amok which I had expected it to be after pondering for so many years on 
Gursky’s image of it. 
However, the phantasmagoric nature of the store was apparent from the moment one enters 
the parking lot. From the outside, the neon purple and green color scheme grab one’s attention. 
Approaching the entrance, I noticed that this color scheme is applied to many parts of the 
landscape: the shopping cart, pillars and the doorway, as can be seen in Figure 3.2. Having 
entered the store, it is not a claustrophobic place, unless one looks up at the bright white ceiling 
and the row upon row of garishly colored products and purple-and-green signs (Figure 3.3). On 
the way out of the store, it is a little difficult to see the cash registers, but there is nothing unusual 
about the experience. One can see the light coming in from outside and the outside world is 
clearly present (Figure 3.4). I realized at this point that Gursky had merged the perspective of 
looking into the store with that of looking out of it, and in his image, whether due to Gursky’s 
manipulation or because that particular stores windows were covered, the outside world is not 
visible through the windows behind the cash registers. Instead, in Gursky’s image, the white 
walls of the store look to wrap around in every direction. If one looks closely at Gursky’s image, 
it is apparent that the white walls on the left side of the image are actually the windows to the 
outside world. 
Experiencing the 99 Cent store first-hand makes it clear that Gursky is representing the 99 
Cent store in his photo at a visual, formal level. He has exaggerated the design scheme and the 
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experience of being lost in that sea of garish colors. This focus on the formal is not a flight from 
the social reality of the store, for the phantasmagoria of the store is what Marx and Engels 
referred to as the reification (Verdinglichung) of the real means of production. Therefore, it is 
wrong to see in the 99 Cent store only a consumer chain selling cheap goods. The color scheme, 
the store design, all indicate a certain phantasmagoric relation between producers, consumers and 
goods, which is significant, and missing from other similar stores, like CostCo or Walmart, who 
serve a far more utilitarian purpose, and whose economic operation is rooted in an older kind of 
capitalism not dominated by the power of the image, but by the power of economic productivity 
and rationalization, no doubt in many cases through the exploitation of workers and the 
environment. Gursky is concerned with a much deeper subject that merely consumerism or 
capitalism. His eye is focused on phantasmagoria, reification and the qualitative oddities of the 
contemporary landscape, which is increasingly dominated by phantasmagoric buildings and 
products, themed like the 99 Cent store. This transformation of the landscape had its roots in the 
Haussmannization of Paris in the 19th century, and more broadly, in the bourgeois transformation 
of the landscape, exterior and interior, that took place in the aftermath of the French Revolution. 
Benjamin described the interiors of the mid-19th century as refuges for the newly-emerged 
individual, a place where he could create a private universe safe from intrusion from the rapidly 
changing world outside, over which he had no control. 
De là dérivent les fantasmagories de l’intérieur; celui-ci représente pour le particulier l’univers. Il 
y assemble les régions lointaines et les souvenirs du passé. Son salon est une loge dans le théâtre 
du monde. 
(From there is derived the phantasmagoria of the interior; this represents for the individual the 
universe. He assembles there the far-off regions and the souvenirs of the past. His room is a booth 
in the theater of the world.) 
(Benjamin 1991, 67) 
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But even by the end of the 19th century, these interiors gave way to the sleek inhumanity of 
Art Nouveau. Jumping forward to today, the interior depicted in “99 Cent” resembles the 
“mythic anguish” which Blanqui predicted would follow humanity “so long as phantasmagoria 
found a place among it”. 
And where did these pieces of this phantasmagoria come from? How are they made? Where 
are they made? The sites of production, as depicted in “Nha Trang” lack the phantasmagoria of 
colors and packaging, but share the claustrophobic, compression of space into neat rows. Despite 
the obvious drudgery of work in this factory, it seems that the people in this scene have more 
freedom of movement than the shoppers in “99 Cent”. The apparent “wealth gap” between the 
poor of the rich world and the privileged working class of the poor world is an illusion. The 
masses of the developed world have received material benefits, guaranteeing their physical 
survival, but only in exchange, as Debord writes, for the stakes of their survival at a higher level. 
It is apparent that mental survival is at stake in the spaces of “99 Cent” whereas mere physical 
survival comes into play in the factory of “Nha Trang”. 
This exaggerated architecture of phantasmagoria is the result of the continued accumulation 
of wealth and commodities from the dawn of capitalism to today, resulting in a situation where 
there is so much produced, the question of usefulness or need is not very relevant. The main 
question is how to make things people want, and better yet, how to make people want things. 
Advertisement has gone from being an embellishment, a force multiplier, for commerce, to its 
essence as the natural demand would never be able to consume enough of the candy, to take just 
one product as an example, that has been produced. Implicit within this situation is that the 
choice has been made somehow, to produce all of these unnecessary things, and to do all that is 
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necessary to sell them. The political battles for control of the state and society having been long 
settled in favor of capitalist domination, the stakes are now simply about selling, and the vehicle 
to maximize sales is advertising, in other words, spectacle. 
Although I have here emphasized the negative interpretation of “99 Cent” for the sake of 
continuity with the discussion of the spectacle in the following section, we should remember the 
enthusiasm with which “99 Cent” is celebrated by the 99 Cents Only Stores. Let us give them the 
benefit of the doubt and assume that based on their impressive success in expanding their retails 
stores to more than 350 across 4 states, that they are able to identify an unapologetically negative 
depiction of their stores. If 99 Cents Only Stores approve of “99 Cent”, would Benjamin have 
condemned it? There are good grounds to argue that Benjamin, far from approving of Gursky’s 
photography, would have harshly condemned it. 
Nun aber verfolgen Sie den Weg der Photographie weiter. Was sehen Sie? Sie wird immer 
nuancierter, immer moderner, und das Ergebnis ist, daß sie keine Mietskaserne, keinen Müllhaufen 
mehr photographieren kann, ohne ihn zu verklären. Geschweige denn, daß sie imstande wäre, über 
ein Stauwerk oder eine Kabelfabrik etwas anderes auszusagen als dies: die Welt ist schön. "Die 
Welt ist schön" - das ist der Titel des bekannten Bilderbuchs von Renger-Patsch, in dem wir die 
neusachliche Photographie auf ihrer Höhe sehen. Es ist ihr nämlich gelungen, auch noch das 
Elend, indem sie es auf modisch-perfektionierte Weise auffaßte, zum Gegenstand des Genusses zu 
machen. Denn wenn es eine ökonomische Funktion der Photographie ist, Gehalte, welche früher 
dem Konsum der Massen sich entzogen - den Frühling, Prominente, fremde Länder - durch 
modische Verarbeitung ihnen zuzuführen, so ist es eine ihrer politischen, die Welt wie sie nun 
einmal ist von innen her - mit anderen Worten: modisch - zu erneuern. 
(But now follow the path of photography further. What do you see? It becomes more and more 
subtle, more and more modern, and the result is that it can no longer photograph a run-down 
apartment house or a pile of manure without transfiguring it. Not to speak of the fact that it would 
be impossible to say anything about a dam or a cable factory except this: the world is beautiful. 
The World is Beautiful—that is the title of a famous book of photographs by Renger-Patsch, in 
which we see the photography of the ‘new objectivity’ at its height. It has even succeeded in 
making misery itself an object of pleasure, by treating it stylishly and with technical perfection. 
For the ‘new objectivity’, it is the economic function of photography to bring to the masses 
elements which they could not previously enjoy—spring, movie stars, foreign countries—by 
reworking them according to the current fashion; it is the political function of photography to 
renew the world as it actually is from within, in other words, according to the current fashion.) 
(Benjamin 2011, 521). 
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Even a quick glance at Renger-Patsch’s black and white photographs from the early to mid 
20th century reveals a striking resemblance to Gursky’s images. The objective perspective of the 
camera, the fanatical attention to detail, and the focus on subjects at the heart of contemporary 
life in the industrialized world. In fact, Gursky’s work has already been criticized by comparing 
them disapprovingly with Renger-Patsch. (Albarro 2006).  
What dismayed Benjamin in Renger-Patsch’s work was exactly its objectivity, its perfect 
capture of reality and the aesthetization of all things that fell within its frame. Sontag remarked 
on the strange transformation of any subject into a beautiful, captivating one when it was 
photographed, in spite, or even because of, the inherent ugliness of the subject. (Sontag 1990). 
Benjamin’s aesthetics were rooted in furthering a revolutionary understanding of art and society, 
a “politicization of art” to counter the “aestheticization of politics” at the heart of fascism.  A 12
neutrality, an ambiguity, such as Gursky’s which would allow leading members of the bourgeois 
class to celebrate his depictions of their firms, would seem like an easy target for Benjamin, who 
demanded from the photographer to approach his subject as a crime scene: 
 This “aestheticization of politics” was by no means an intellectual rumination. It reflected the exact 12
means used by Fascist parties to seize and hold power, culminating in wars of agression abroad and 
murderous purges at home. The reliance of the Nazis on Goebbels’ propaganda machines is well known. 
For further evidence, see the remarkable quotation from the Futurist poet Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, 
who was also one of the founding members of Mussolini’s Fascist Party, on the occasion of Italy’s 
colonial war in Ethiopia, quoted by Benjamin. The first sentence starts with, “War is beautiful because it 
grounds man’s dominion over the conquered Machine thanks to gas masks, terror-inspiring megaphones, 
flamethrowers, and small tanks.” (Benjamin 2012a, 43).
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Nicht umsonst hat man Aufnahmen von Atget mit denen eines Tatorts verglichen. Aber ist nicht 
jeder Fleck unserer Städte ein Tatort? nicht jeder ihrer Passanten ein Täter? Hat nicht der 
Photographer - Nachfahr der Augurn und der Haruspexe - die Schuld auf seinen Bildern 
aufzudecken und den Schuldigen zu bezeichnen? 
(It is no accident that Atget's photographs have been likened to those of a crime scene. But isn't 
every square inch of our cities a crime scene? Every passer-by a culprit? Isn't it the task of the 
photographer—descendant of the augurs and haruspices—to reveal guilt and to point out the guilty 
in his pictures?) 
(Benjamin 2012b, 64). 
At the risk of taking this exercise in psychohistory too far, and more in the interest of 
contextualizing Gursky’s work in relation to Benjamin’s criticism than to crafting an apology for 
Gursky, some mitigating points can be raised. To begin with, it is quite likely that Benjamin 
passed too harsh a judgment on Renger-Patsch, who after all, wanted to name his photo essay 
“The Things” (Die Dinge) but was overruled by his publisher who pushed on him the sugary 
“The World is Beautiful”. (Gelderloos 2014, Magilow 2012). Further, the world photographed by 
Renger-Patsch was not like that of contemporary globalization. It was the world of 
phantamagoria, not spectacle, that is a world where physical reality was distorted or hidden, but 
not entirely absent. In this world, the sheer material texture of brick walls in a work like 
“Chimneys” or of heavy metallic equipment as in “Machine Detail” evoked a romantic, pleasing 
image. There is a direct beauty of the represented subject here, with a strong sense of nostalgia 
for a world already being undone by the ever-intensifying forces of capital. Gursky, in looking 
for German factories to photograph, visited dozens before he found a few that did not have any 
romantic industrial charm in them, as evidenced in “Siemens Amberg”. Another difference 
between Renger-Patsch’s world and Gursky’s is the end of the Cold War, and with it, the 
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disappearance of that last remnants of serious revolutionary movements.  Renger-Patsch could 13
be realistically reproached for refusing solidarity with the revolutionary movements of his day, 
but for Gursky, in an age when no such serious movements exist, and hardly even claim to exist, 
participating in the revolutionary work of politicizing art does not have any meaning. 
There is also an important difference in method. Gursky’s vibrant use of color and digital 
manipulation, reveal the industrial landscape to be chaotic, tied together by the artificial patterns 
of crowds, commercial boundaries and purely functional concerns. What is beautiful in Gursky’s 
photos are the photos themselves, not their subjects, and hardly any reader is liable to confuse 
this fact, despite his work’s eery verisimilitude. Moreover, the sheer size of Gursky’s works work 
against the tendency of images to be taken as unimportant, frivolous and casual takes, mere 
aesthetizations of the the trivial. (Sontag 1990). The size of Gursky’s images force the reality 
depicted onto the observer in a much more forceful way than the photo essay books of Renger-
Patsch’s day. The scale and colorfulness draw the observer to find things in the landscape rather 
than admire their beauty passively from a neutral standpoint. In a landscape like “Rimini”, the 
precise color stripes of groups of tourist umbrellas, probably arranged with the help of digital 
manipulation to enhance the effect, is a disturbance of the natural beauty of the beach, a 
landscape crowded out by human habitation of the strangest kind, flocks of people going to the 
sunny beach to stay dry and out of the sun under their umbrellas. A Gursky photo essay could 
very well bear the title, “The Things”, as Renger-Patsch wanted to name his essay. But “The 
 For Debord, this “End of History” moment came not with the end of the Cold War, but with the advent 13
of the Chinese Cultural Revolution around 1965, which signaled the final selling out of communism to 
state capitalism and the personality cult (Debord 2006b). More on this in the following section.
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World Is Beautiful” would be unfitting, seen as a joke. A more fitting title would be “The World 
Is Crazy”. 
The phantasmagoric natures of the 99 Cent Store itself and Gursky’s image converge. 
Radically foregrounded by Gursky’s subjective manipulations in “99 Cent”, the complicity of 
photography in the phantasmagoric transformation of the landscape is revealed. 
Whatever the moral claims made on behalf of photography, its main effect is to convert the world 
into a department store or museum-without-walls in which every subject is depreciated into an 
article of consumption, promoted into an item for aesthetic appreciation. 
(Sontag 1990, 110) 
Gursky can reveal so effectively the phantasmagoria of the landscape of globalization 
because photography, or more broadly speaking given today’s technology, image-making, is an 
essential component of that very landscape. Like the “phantasmagoric character of trick 
photography” (Rosset 2006a), the unreal manipulations Gursky exerts on the scene of a normal 
store subjectify the objective physical reality of a single 99 Cent Store, but at an abstract level, 
these same manipulations objectify the radical subjectification of the landscape which 
globalization has carried out, and continues to carry out. That is, Gursky’s manipulation of the 99 
Cent Store serves as an analogy for the 99 Cent Store’s manipulation of our landscape. 
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Figure 3.1 (landscape orientation). 99 Cent Store, Northridge (Tadayon 2014)  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Figure 3.2 (landscape orientation). 99 Cent Store shopping cart and entrance (Tadayon 2014)  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Figure 3.3 (landscape orientation). 99 Cent Store interior, facing in (Tadayon 2014)  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Figure 3.4 (landscape orientation). 99 Cent Store interior, facing out (Tadayon 2014)  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Figure 3.5. Nha Trang (Gursky 2004) 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Figure 3.6 (landscape orientation). Siemens Amberg (Gursky 1991) 
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Figure 3.7. Rimini (Gursky 2003) 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4. THE SPECTACLE 
A capitalist society requires a culture based on images. It needs to furnish vast amounts of 
entertainment in order to stimulate buying and anesthetize the injuries of class, race, and sex. And 
it needs to gather unlimited amounts of information, the better to exploit natural resources, 
increase productivity, keep order, make war, give jobs to bureaucrats. The camera’s twin 
capacities, to subjectify reality and to objectify it, ideally serve these needs and strengthen them. 
Cameras define reality in the two ways essential to the workings of an advanced industrial society: 
as a spectacle (for masses) and as an object of surveillance (for rulers). The production of images 
also furnishes a ruling ideology. Social change is replaced by a change in images. The freedom to 
consume a plurality of images and goods is equated with freedom itself. The narrowing of free 
political choice to free economic consumption requires the unlimited production and consumption 
of images. 
(Sontag 1990, 178-9) 
Susan Sontag’s insight into the importance of images to the culture of capitalism placed 
photography, and its aesthetics, at the center of the functioning of an “advanced industrial 
society”. A century and a half separates our times from those of Haussmann’s “phantasmagoria 
made stone”. As we saw in the preceding chapter, the fractal replication of phantasmagoria has 
totally warped the environment we live in, from the urban landscape to that of individual 
structures and even to individual products. Images define and suffuse all levels of physical reality 
today, guided by the aggressive molding of the world in the hands of advertising agencies, 
commercial developers and states. This qualitative leap taken by capitalism is often overlooked 
in the discussion of globalization, as if globalization was nothing more than a continuation, on a 
larger scale, of the same industrial capitalism of the 19th century. This economistic approach to 
understanding globalization misses the critical role played by the image, or more precisely, the 
mushrooming of images and the technology to create them, which developed simultaneously 
with the industrial revolution. The period from the advent of Robertson’s phantasmagoria in the 
1790’s to the Daguerreotype of the 1830’s was the exact period of the explosion of capitalism in 
Great Britain and France, sparked by the industrial revolution. The bourgeois revolutions in 
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England of 1689, the United States in 1776 and France in 1789 released capital from the feudal 
limits placed on it by the outdated ancien régimes of the British and French monarchies, which 
were replaced by capital-friendly constitutional monarchies, and in the United States, a republic. 
Alongside the steam engine, railroads and textile manufacturing came the technology of 
photography, which began as a novelty, but which came to define the workings of capital on the 
landscape. First photography did so by analogy, in the phantasmagoric transformation of Paris to 
enable capital to exercise its will freely. Later, the effect was direct, as photography, film and 
other technologies of the image subjugated all of society to the rule of the image. 
Guy Debord posited that the increasing accumulation of wealth had transformed the nature of 
capitalism from the commodity, or product, to the spectacle, or image. Whereas in the earlier 
periods of capitalism, the production of physical goods was paramount, and their consumption 
by the masses drove the economy to reach certain targets, after a certain point, the sheer amount 
of goods led to a shift towards the production and consumption of spectacle, driving the 
economy towards infinite development without any target. (Debord 2006a).  
Le spectacle ne peut être compris comme l’abus d’un monde de la vision, le produit des 
techniques de diffusion massive des images. Il est plutôt une Weltanschauung devenue effective, 
matériellement traduite. C’est une vision du monde qui s’est objectivée.  
(Spectacle cannot be understood as an excess of a world of vision, a product of technologies of 
mass distribution of images. It is rather a world-view that has taken effect, translated materially. It 
is a vision of the world which has realized itself.) 
(Debord 2006a, 767). 
!62
Though Debord’s terse style and sometimes cryptic turns of phrase , his analysis of the 14
society of spectacle (presented in the eponymous book) has become so widely accepted that there 
is hardly anything controversial to his work now. This fact, the acceptance of Debord’s 
provocative theses by a society that continues to remain unmotivated to rebel against them, was a 
source of great sadness for him. Companies today know that brand value is essential and focus 
their efforts at least as much on marketing as production. The manufacturing sector has shrunk in 
the richest countries while the service sector has exploded. We are at a state today where people 
spend their whole working day to earn virtual reality accessories to sell to rich gamers who want 
someone else to play the game on their behalf. Debord’s weakness may have been his sincerity 
and radicality. In his sincere hope that society could be transformed through revolutionary action, 
we underestimated the inertia and indifference of the masses to their purported plight. And in his 
revelation of the properties of the spectacle, he reduced everything to spectacle, not allowing for 
some space where the spectacle was not dominant. In some ways, things are worse than Debord 
claims, in other ways things are not as bad as he claims. Debord’s contribution in Society of 
Spectacle was to outline a rigorous critique of Marxism, pointing out mistakes and errors in 
interpretation, while elaborating a simple but subtle theory of history. For Debord, separation, in 
its many incarnations, was the root of both the oppression of the masses and the failure of 
revolutionary thinkers to elaborate a theory and a plan of action to liberate them. In the end, 
theory must be one with action, guiding it but verified by it as well. In this way, Debord hoped to 
 Debord, and the Situationniste group to which he belonged, were fond of détournement, a turning-14
around of a quotation. These often have the appearance of childish word games, but are meant to cast 
doubt on the authority of citations, while provoking independent interpretation of the meaning and 
correctness of the quote. For example, The Society of Spectacle begins with, “The whole life of societies 
in which the modern conditions of production reign is presented as an immense accumulation of 
specracles.” (Debord 2006a, 766). This line is the same as the first sentence of Marx’s Capital, except for 
the last word, which in Marx is “commodity” instead of “spectacle”. (Marx and Engels 1968, 1).
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overcome the failures of Marxist movements which had either failed to effect meaningful change 
in society because they were too reliant on theory, or had succeeded in effecting the wrong 
changes, leading to dictatorial regimes of Stalin and Mao, which Debord classified as primitive 
capitalist, or societies of the bureaucratic spectacle. 
“V&R” depicts a fashion show, itself a spectacle to be consumed. The models are arrayed in 
a movement, as of two chains being pulled in opposite directions, each walking with the same 
gait and bearing the same facial expression. In the background, faded nearly into oblivion, a 
mass of spectators stand enthralled at the sight. The garish colors and extravagant, bird-like 
designs of the clothes lends a surreal air to this spectacle. An unnerving sense of the models 
walking off the edge into an abyss results from the way the shot is framed and the apparent speed 
with which they are moving. It is apparent though that despite this speed, the movement is not 
towards any destination, but for its own sake. This, as Debord would call it, is the diffuse 
spectacle. Comparing this image with “Pyongyang I” one sees some striking similarities. The 
female figures there make up in numbers what they lack in costumes. And their answer to the 
energetic movement of the fashion models lies in the precise synchronization of their mass. 
Debord discusses the role of “stars” in the spectacle as the “agents of spectacle”. These stars can 
be people, like entertainment figures or political leaders, but also products. Stars actually have no 
characteristics of their own, but rather represent a universally accepted model “descended from 
above reality”. The concentrated, bureaucratic spectacle put on by North Korea’s Stalinist 
regime, crowned by an image of the peak of Mt. Baekdu, mythical birthplace of the Supreme 
Leader Kim Il-Sung, demands attention to a single point slightly above the middle of the frame. 
Here, once the absurdity of the spectacle is accepted, a single “star”, in this case the political star 
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in the person of the “Supreme Leader”, “Chairman”, or “Brother Number One”, becomes the 
sole focus of attention, the only model for all individuals to follow. This star demands absolute 
and total devotion and is the only one imaginable in the concentrated spectacle. The stars of the 
diffuse spectacles in “V&R” do not demand such absolute loyalty, there are many of them, and 
each is outwardly a little different. But the function of the star is the same. In the case of the 
deified leader, his presence is so holy that is actually not depicted at all, but implicit in the event 
and spectacle. The stars of consumer world are more direct and have no reservation about 
manifesting themselves. In both cases, the stars dominate the spectacle and the entire space. The 
spectators, the masses, must look at them and nothing else. In fact, it would be difficult to look 
elsewhere. In both cases, the entire space is engineered to force attention onto the stars and the 
masses, hidden in darkness, are separated by each other by an infinite distance. 
Let us turn aside for a moment or two to discuss Debord’s conflation of Stalinism and 
consumer capitalism. Debord saw in the bureaucratic takeover of power in so-called Communist 
and revolutionary countries like Russia, Algeria and China, the final collapse of organize 
revolutionary movements, whose triumphs led to the creation of primitive, brutal tyrannies that 
implemented not socialism but state capitalism. This state capitalism developed into a 
concentrated spectacle, the counterpart to the dispersed spectacle of the more advanced Western 
democracies. These communist powers suppressed workers’ rights, democracy and the 
revolutionary awakening of the masses. Examples include the suppression of dissent after the 
victory of anti-colonial forces in Algeria, the crushing of the Hungarian revolution of 1956, and 
the Chinese Cultural Revolution launched in 1966. 
La dissolution de l’association internationale des bureaucraties totalitaires est maintenant un fait 
accompli…et d’abord sur le terrain où le capitalisme officiel avait le plus grands intérêt à soutenir 
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l’imposture de son adversaire : l’affrontement global de la bourgeoisie et du prétendu “camp 
socialiste”. En dépit de toutes sortes de tentatives de recollages, ce qui, déjà, n’était pas socialiste 
a cessé d’être un camp. 
(The dissolution of the the association of totalitarian bureaucracies is now a fait accompli…and 
first on the terrain where official capitalism has the greatest interest in supporting the imposture of 
its adversary : the global conflict between the bourgeoisie and the pretend “socialist camp”. 
Despite all sorts of attempted regroupings, that which was already not socialist ceased to be a 
camp.) 
(Debord 2006b, 751) 
Debord’s proclamation of the demise of the “socialist camp”, which he describes as 
“bureaucratic state capitalism”, is also the beginning of the total domination of capitalism, under 
the form of spectacle. The “End of History” celebrated by many after then end of the Cold War 
was detected by Debord (though not celebrated) a quarter of a century earlier. This moment when 
capitalism spread to all corners of the world, whether it is placed in 1966 or 1989 or at another 
date, is key to globalization. Debord also declared the end of ideology, and of ideological 
movements, which had proven their ability to gain power or stay true to their beliefs, but not 
both. Debord’s ultimately unsuccessful attempt to find a way out of this gloomy trap is 
nevertheless illuminating for our current moment, when globalization is reaching a turning point, 
when its champions are slowly starting to realize that the promised land is not going to appear. 
Just as the freeze-drying of the spectacle of ideology is documented in Gursky’s images of North 
Korea, the spectacles stockbrokers and dazed spectators document the existential stalemate to 
which globalization has led the world today. 
In fact, today, there is no more distinction between the dispersed spectacle and the 
concentrated spectacle. According to Debord, writing in 1988 in his Commentaries on the 
Society of Spectacle, a new form, the integrated spectacle has emerged and has replaced both the 
preceding modes, at the same time extending its reach: 
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… le spectacle a continué partout de se renforcer, c’est-à-dire à la fois de s’étendre aux extrêmes 
par tous les côtés, et d’augmenter sa densité au centre. 
(… the spectacle has continued everywhere to gain strength, that is to say to extend itself to the 
extremes on every side and at the same time to increase its density in the center.) 
(Debord 2006c, 1594) 
The integrated spectacle is rooted in the dispersed spectacle and emerged in France and Italy 
in the 1970’s. In these two countries, powerful Communist parties co-existed and co-operated 
with advanced capitalism, and the forces joined to suppress radical student and worker 
movements starting from the French uprisings of May 1968. The integrated spectacle maintains 
the cult of the concentrated spectacle, enthralling the masses in worship, but the place previously 
occupied by a deified leader is now empty. The case of North Korea, where the “Great Leader” 
and “Eternal President” Kim Il-Sung continues to hold the supreme office despite his death in 
1994 could not be a clearer example. Similarly, in China and Vietnam, officially communist 
nations who have embraced capitalism with a fervor likely unmatched in human history, their 
respective heroic communist leaders, Mao Zedong and Ho Chi Minh, continue to occupy central 
symbolic positions. The face of the frenetic buying and selling in China and Vietnam is literally 
that of their heroic communist leaders, as all denominations of Chinese banknotes as well as all 
those of Vietnamese banknotes bear their visage.  
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Writing about then-President Jiang Zemin’s addition of the “Theory of Three Represents”  15
to the Chinese constitution in 2002, Kang Liu documents a perfect instance of the integrated 
spectacle: 
Class struggle as a central theme in Maoist revolutionary discourse is completely rejected in the 
Three Represents, but to justify the admission of capitalists into the party, Jiang resorts to Maoist 
ideological markers that refer to “political position” and even “ethical attitudes” as a person’s class 
identity rather than his or her economic status: “It is not advisable to judge a person’s political 
integrity simply by whether one owns property and how much property he or she owns. Rather, we 
should judge him or her mainly by his or her political awareness, moral integrity, and 
performance.” It echoes Mao’s (in)famous identification employed during the Cultural Revolution 
of the intellectuals and communist bureaucrats as “bourgeois representatives” based solely on their 
political stance. 
(Liu 2004, 188) 
Similar observations could be made about India and Russia, whose socialist societies have 
integrated themselves deeply into globalization. At the same time, the advanced capitalist 
countries of Western Europe and the United States have adopted elements of Stalinist rule that 
are favorable to the efficient exercise of state power like hyper-patriotism, fusion between the 
state and economic interests and mass surveillance. 
The convergence between capitalism and communism, or of the dispersed spectacle and the 
concentrated spectacle, to use Debord’s terminology, is not surprising if one considers some of 
the characteristics of classical capitalism described by the influential French historian Fernand 
Braudel, whose 3 volume masterpiece “Civilization and Capitalism, 15th-18th Century”, based 
on detailed historical and economic analysis (Braudel 1979a, 1979b, 1979c). Immanuel 
Wallerstein summed up Braudel’s analysis as follows: 
 The “Theory of Three Represents” was a major change to the official ideology of the People’s Republic 15
of China. It stressed that the Chinese Communist Party “has always represented the development trend of 
China's advanced productive forces, the orientation of China's advanced culture, and the fundamental 
interests of the overwhelming majority of the Chinese people” (Renmin Wang 2006). This theoretical 
change was accompanied by the admission of business leaders into the Communist Party membership. 
For more information on the “Three Represents” see (Liu 2004) and (Renmin Wang 2006).
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If the capitalists are the monopolists as opposed to those operating in the competitive markets, 
then the lines of division in reality have been quite different from those to which we are 
accustomed to thinking. One can trace multiple forms of monopolistic controls on production or 
trade [or] finance. Large plantations are one such form, large trading companies another, 
transnational corporations a third, state enterprises a fourth. Arrayed in contraposition to them 
would be the working population of the world, rural and urban, who inhabit the zone of material 
life but who sally forth into the zone of the market to struggle against the power of the 
monopolists. 
(Wallerstein 1991, 359-60). 
For Braudel, the realm of capitalism was separate from that of the free market, and the 
capitalist was against the market, seeking monopoly rather than competition. Further, the 
transparency of the market was not where capitalism thrived. Rather, the gigantic profits of 
capitalism were based on jealously guarded secrets. This analysis yields an important separation 
between the free market and the secret manipulated monopoly of the capitalist. It is not a far 
stretch to envision the communist central planner’s transition to successful capitalist. This 
convergence belies the triumph of the free market which is often associated with globalization. 
The “losers” of the Cold War were not the Russian and Chinese communists many of whom have 
become successful capitalist oligarchs. And the “winners” were not the masses of people in the 
capitalist countries, whose standard of living has slowly devolved since their “victory”. This 
narrative of the triumph of the free market is in reality simply the transition to the integrated 
spectacle. The neoliberal worship of the free market is itself an instance of the integrated 
spectacle, with the “invisible hand” of the market serving as the empty focus of cult worship 
adopted from the bureaucratic spectacle. 
Globalization is tied up inherently with the liberal (and neo-liberal) project, with the collapse 
of the Soviet bloc and the apparent triumph of the “free world” (Harvey 2007). The very concept 
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gained prominence in the waning years of the Cold War, and for some, globalization is nothing 
but the expansion of free markets, democracy, human rights and the rest of the pantheon of 
universal values to those parts of the world which had remained out of its reach. This 
triumphalism was clearly expressed by Fukuyama in his essay and subsequent eponymous book, 
The End of History and the Last Man. This controversial argument, appearing at the perfect time 
(the essay in 1989 and the book in 1992) was based on Hegel’s famous proclamation that 
Napoleon’s victory at the Battle of Jena in 1806 constituted the “end of history.” (Fukuyama 
1995). What is original in Fukuyama’s work is his empirically based argument that Communism, 
or any alternative, to free markets and democracy have been proven not to function. Fukuyama 
had much occasion to revisit and revise his original arguments, but the core of his works has 
remained very influential, especially given his involvement and influence with American foreign 
policy elites. Globalization gained traction through the 1990’s and soon entered the popular 
lexicon as a buzzword, promoted aggressively by journalists like Thomas Friedman. (Friedman 
2007).  
Despite globalization’s uncontested triumph over communism, there has consistently been a 
desire on the part of scholars to reject the finality of the liberal worldview, from the Marxist 
dream for a worker’s paradise to Foucault’s flirtation with Khomeinism (Afary & Anderson 
2005). For these thinkers, the pretensions of liberals are nothing but a velvet glove over the iron 
hand of international capitalism. In short, liberals see globalization as the expansion of the 
universal. Anti-capitalists claim that globalization has nothing to do with the universal, as it is 
but an extension of a capitalist system built on the exploitation and alienation of individuals and 
societies in the interests of capital. 
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What Žižek labelled the liberal utopia, the dream of liberals since the Enlightenment for the 
universal values of freedom, rationality and human rights, has apparently been realized. But is 
this synonymous with globalization? Although critics of liberalism like Žižek and Wallerstein 
emphasize the spread of exploitative capitalism rather than liberating democracy in the current 
world order, like liberals and neoliberals, these critics also equate the spread of universal, liberal 
values with globalization. For Žižek and Wallerstein, the universal values promised by liberalism 
are nothing but a velvet glove over the iron hand of an international system of exploitation. The 
international machinery of capitalism and the universal values of liberals both describe the same 
world, from different perspectives and with different values. 
With the advent of the September 11 attacks, the War on Terror and the global financial crisis 
of 2008, globalization’s detractors gained added credibility while its champions struggled to 
explain how the promise of unlimited growth had seemed to hit a wall. Despite this, 
globalization’s pace does not appear to be slowing, nor is there any serious possibility of an 
ideological revolution. The initial hope triggered by the Arab Spring of 2011 gave way in the 
space of two years to disappointment, coupled with the ominous spread of civil wars and 
terrorism throughout the Islamic world. The champions of globalization having lost some of their 
energy, and the champions of ideological revolutionary movements never having regained theirs, 
we are at a moment of utter indifference. It is hard to take seriously the hopes of Žižek or 
Wallerstein for a genuine revolutionary (or anti-systemic) change, not because of the force of 
theoretical or historical constructs, but simply due to the sheer weight of material life that weighs 
against it. This permeation of every facet of life and space by the concentrated spectacle is a 
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physical counterbalance to the central impetus in revolutionary thought, the belief in an 
apocalyptic transformation of society. 
Comme le remarquait Sorel, c'est sur le modèle de l'astronomie que les utopistes pensent découvrir 
et démontrer les lois de la société. L'harmonie visée par eux, hostile à l'histoire, découle d'un essai 
d'application à la société de la science la moins dépendante de l'histoire. Elle tente de se faire 
reconnaître avec la même innocence expérimentale que le newtonisme, et la destinée heureuse 
constamment postulée “joue dans leur science sociale un rôle analogue à ce lui qui revient à 
l'inertie dans la mécanique rationnelle” (Matériaux pour une théorie du prolétariat). 
(As Sorel observed, it is on the model of astronomy that the utopians thought they would discover 
and demonstrate the laws of society. The harmony envisaged by them, hostile to history, grows out 
of the attempt to apply to society the science least dependent on history. This harmony is 
introduced with the experimental innocence of Newtonianism, and the happy destiny which is 
constantly postulated “plays in their social science a role analogous to the role of inertia in rational 
mechanics” (Materials for a theory of the proletariat)  
(Debord 2006a, 797) 
The concept of spectacle is a surprisingly useful one to understand globalization, as is 
Debord’s critique of the ideological attempt to plot and execute a revolution against the 
spectacle. As we saw, Debord saw that pseudo-negations of the spectacle abounded, and that 
these were spectacles in and of themselves, providing a support for the spectacle. Just as the 
happiness and energy exhibited by the North Korean performers is planned meticulously by the 
authorities to combat the claims that they are hungry and oppressed, the dispersed spectacle of 
the advanced economies, operating on a global scale, is aided by the perception that there are 
alternatives to its dominance to be found in revolutionary ideologies, in rebellious lifestyles wtill 
within the confines of consumer society. This is a time when Le capital au XXIe siècle (Capital 
in the 21st century), a Marxist tome on economics claiming to prove empirically the flaws of 
capitalism became a New York Times #1 Bestseller and an exciting topic of conversation for the 
chattering classes, normally averse to any intellectual discussions, doubly so to overtly Marxist 
ones (Picketty 2013). Capitalism being denounced is itself a spectacle, a surprising and 
!72
refreshing reminder to spectators that there are alternatives and serious thought is being given to 
them, or at least there is a spectacle of this alternative. In fact, its début and commercial success 
seem to have no effect, as governments in the United States, Europe, South Korea and Japan 
steadily veer to the right. Hence the importance of the role of the hybrid, which borrows 
elements of the concentrated spectacle as well as the dispersed spectacle. 
In “Klitschko” we can see a hybrid type of spectacle, with a central ring with the heroic 
boxer occupying the center of the image, a framing similar to that of “Pyongyang I”. But there is 
no uniform mass here. In fact the object of the spectacle, the stars, are nowhere to be seen, 
swallowed up by the spectators, who have in turn become a spectacle themselves. This self-
cannibalization of the spectator, or the identity of the the star and the audience, is an extension of 
the diffuse spectacle, as witnessed by the development of decentralized, “user-generated” media, 
which the users gladly consume. The producers of spectacle are freed from the arduous task of 
choreographing lavish events, since the crowd is there primarily to observe itself, the ostensible 
star of the spectacle being there only in a supporting role.  
Spectacle, however, is not limited to shows, even if one does not accept its total domination 
of life that Debord claimed. In “Kuwait Stock Exchange” and “Hong Kong Stock Exchange 
Diptych”, the highest plateaux of the capitalist economies are depicted, and both bear the 
remarkable signs of spectacle. The swirling mass of Kuwaitis, dressed in their traditional white 
robes are watching each other, the panels on the walls, the star being the very economy itself. 
These figures seem torn between their human identities and their connections with each other 
and the spectacle of the economy which beckons them. In the lower right of the image, an old 
man without a headdress sits diagonally, an ambivalent expression on his face. He is obviously 
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not sitting in comfort nor is he ready to get up. His lethargy, the disdain which his presence 
reveals for the capitalist ceremony taking place around him, reflect the qualms of a society 
immersed in the spectacle but not yet accustomed to it.  
No such qualms hinder the efficiency of the stockbrokers in “Hong Kong”. There, all signs of 
human movement are absent, and human contact is rendered unnecessary by the computer 
screens, which fully dominate the attention of the scattered spectators. Though they are not 
performing for the a deified leader, as the North Korean cheerleaders are, they are no less 
enthralled to a central star, the economy itself, or at least its spectacle, which flows in diagonal 
line energetically in and out of the space along the red carpet, which absorbs the red-jacketed 
brokers, their joint red mass like the blood and tissue of a living thing, supported by the white 
skeleton of rows of computers. They form a counter to the North Koreans mass performance 
with their mass non-performance. The faked enthusiasm of the North Korean dancers matched 
by the faked diligence of the Honk Kong stockbrokers. 
Avec le développement du capitalisme, le temps irréversible est unifié mondialement. L'histoire 
universelle devient une réalité, car le monde entier est rassemblé sous le développement de ce 
temps. Mais cette histoire qui partout à la fois est la même, n'est encore que le refus intra-
historique de l'histoire. C'est le temps de la production économique, découpé en fragments 
abstraits égaux, qui se manifeste sur toute la planète comme le même jour. Le temps irréversible 
unifié est celui du marché mondial, et corollairement du spectacle mondial. 
(With the development of capitalism, irreversible time is unified on a world scale. Universal 
history becomes a reality because the entire world is gathered under the development of this time. 
But this history, which is everywhere simultaneously the same, is still only the refusal within 
history of history itself. What appears the world over as the same day is the time of economic 
production cut up into equal abstract fragments. Unified irreversible time is the time of the world 
market and, as a corollary, of the world spectacle.) 
(Debord 2006a, 830) 
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Figure 4.1. Pyongyang I (Gursky 2007) 
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Figure 4.2 (landscape orientation). Klitschko (Gursky 1999) 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Figure 4.3. Kuwait Stock Exchange (Gursky 2007) 
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Figure 4.4 (landscape orientation). Hong Kong Stock Exchange Diptych (Gursky 1994) 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5. NON-PLACES 
La production capitaliste a unifié l’espace, qui n’est plus limité par des sociétés extérieures. Cette 
unification est en même temps un processus extensif et intensif de banalisation. L’accumulation 
des marchandises produites en série pour l’espace abstrait du marché, de même qu’elle devait 
briser toutes les barrières régionales et légales, et toutes les restrictions corporatives du moyen âge 
qui maintenaient la qualité de la production artisanale, devait aussi dissoudre l’autonomie et la 
qualité des lieux. Cette puissance d’homogénéisation est la grosse artillerie qui a fait tomber toutes 
les murailles de Chine. 
(Capitalist production has unified space, which is no longer demarcated by external societies. This 
unification is at the same time a broad and deep process of trivialization. The accumulation of 
commodities produced in mass for the abstract space of the market, which had to break down all 
regional and legal barriers and all the corporative restrictions of the Middle Ages that kept the 
quality of artisanal production, also had to destroy the autonomy and quality of places. This power 
of homogenization is the heavy artillery which made all the walls of China fall.)  16
(Debord 2006a, 837) 
Airports, freeways, parking lots, elevators, cubicles, hotel rooms and chain stores are 
essential parts of the landscape today, examples of peculiar spaces which are devoted so 
thoroughly instrumentalized that we never seem to really occupy them. These spaces don’t 
belong to anyone. Anyone who spends some time in one of them is a temporary visitor. Debord 
saw in these homogeneous spaces the extension of the spectacle to all locations, tearing down all 
spatial barriers. Geographers have expressed an interest in understanding the phenomenon of 
unlivable spaces associated with mass consumption as well. The humanistic geographer Edward 
Relph coined the term “placenessness” to describe, in somewhat imprecise terms, the character 
of such settings: 
An inauthentic attitude towards places is transmitted through a number of processes, or perhaps 
more accurately ‘media’, which directly or indirectly encourage ‘placelessness’, that is, a 
weakening of the identity of places to the point where they not only look alike but feel alike and 
offer the same bland possibilities for experience. These media include mass communications, mass 
culture, big business, powerful central authority, and the economic system which embraces all 
these. 
(Relph 1976, 90) 
 Emphasis in original text.16
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Relph’s detailed taxonomy of places and his bountiful pastiche of references related to place 
provide a useful starting point for an exploration of the kinds of places that proliferate under 
globalization. His concern with the lack of “authenticity” and “possibilities for experience” 
indicates that what is lacking in places like airports and freeways is a true place, a troubling 
development. The dean of American geographers, Wilbur Zelinsky, while arguing for the hopeful 
prospects for place in the United States, wrote this about airports in his last work: 
Airports lack one of the crucial advantages enjoyed by railroad stations: near-centrality of siting 
and thus a certain pride of place… Rather than acting as an anchor of local identity, our larger 
metropolitan airports are non-places par excellence inadvertently symbolizing the rootlessness and 
impersonality of so much of contemporary existence. 
(Zelinsky 2011, 104) 
For Zelinsky, a proper place was one you could take pride in and where you sank your roots. 
In large airports, Zelinsky decries the “rootlessness and impersonality” of life today. The 
negative reception given the airports and other “non-places” by Zelinsky is founded on the 
assumption that people should have, or at least be able to form, personal relationships to places, 
and be rooted in a few places only. 
Siddall echoes these concerns when discussing the nature of transportation today. 
In retrospect, over the years there has been a series of improvements in transportation technology, 
but it appears that they have favored transport over travel. The ease with which one place is traded 
for another has increased, but not the adventure and excitement of moving between places. The 
change is regrettable, if the essence of travel is exploration, not superficial exposure to different 
places and images, as if switching television channels or going from one part of Disneyland to 
another. Travel without exploration is tourism. 
(Siddall 1987, 316) 
Not only is the airport a non-place, but the experience of air flight pales in comparison to 
older, slower and richer modes of transportation, like railroads. We can extend the chain of non-
places, imagining, as did the French anthropologist Marc Augé in the preface to his influential 
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book Non-lieux (Non-places), a trip from a non-descript hotel room to a garage, driving a car on 
the freeway to the airport parking lot, finding one’s way to the check-in counter for the airline, 
and finally boarding the flight. Going from one non-place to another like this is commonplace 
today, and we often feel that we are missing something of life owing to the extreme efficiency of 
places that do not admit anything but a utilitarian relationship. But this sentimental rootedness is 
not conducive to the potential economic exploitation of all places. The strength of capitalism lay 
in its flexibility, its ability to react quickly by shifting resources to wherever the most profit can 
be generated. What comes naturally to the capitalist is outsourcing production to places where 
labor is cheaper, tearing down old homes to build newer, more profitable ones, and designing 
spaces to be maximally efficient at all costs. As Relph wrote, 
Sense of place and attachment to place are not merely unimportant, but their very absence is an 
economic virtue and placelessness is to be sought after for it makes possible the attainment of 
greater levels of spatial efficiency. However attractive such landscapes may be theoretically, in 
experience they are rarely so pleasant. 
(Relph 1976, 117) 
The French anthropologist Marc Augé developed a more systematic set of concepts to study 
this phenomenon. Whereas Relph wrote about the vague condition of “placelessness”, Augé 
described individual examples of non-places. Augé also developed a sophisticated justification 
for an anthropology of the here and now, arguing for the adaptation of methods and theory to 
cope with the subject of the contemporary industrialized world, whose very nature was to 
generate non-places. 
Augé describes, in his influential book Non-lieux (Non-places), how supermodernity, which 
he defines as the contemporary state of spatial & temporal excess and the “individuation of 
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references” generates non-places, spaces which cannot be defined through identity, relationships 
or history. (Augé 1992).  
La surmodernité (qui procède simultanément de trois figures de l’excès que sont la surabondance 
événementielle, la surabondance spatielle, et l’individualisation des références) trouve 
naturellement son expression complète dans les non-lieux. 
(Supermodernity (which stems simultaneously from the three kinds of excess, which are the 
overabundance of events, spatial overabundance and individualization of references) finds 
naturally its full expression in non-places.) 
(Augé 1992, 136) 
Supermodernity, which corresponds more or less to globalization, necessitated functional 
places to serve the interests of fast, cheap global movement of people and goods. Both domestic 
and international systems of transport developed quickly, replacing or growing alongside older, 
less efficient systems. Highways were build to bypass towns, unlike the smaller, quainter roads 
which went through the middle of the towns they connected. Airports replaced train stations as 
the departure and arrival points for long-distance travel. Unlike train stations, to which access is 
hardly restricted, and which have a hustle and bustle of a town center, airports are like alien 
entities colonizing the outskirts of cities. Their perimeter are guarded fiercely using the full 
arsenal of technological and bureaucratic tools. Both the airport and roads allow entry solely on 
the basis of a contractual right. Without a driver’s license one is not allowed to drive on the 
highway, and everybody on the highway is a driver and nothing else, for they cannot interact 
with the places they pass or the other drivers on the road. At an airport, the passport is the key to 
admission, and the identity of all within the secure area of the airport is that of passenger. Other 
common examples of non-places are supermarkets, tourist resorts, and refugee camps. Augé sees 
non-places both in the lap of luxury and the depths of misery. What most clearly identifies these 
non-places is their essential reliance on texts, and the near impossibility of interacting with 
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anything other than a text within their confines. Not only obvious examples of texts like the road 
signs on a highway, the flight information screens of the airport or the price tags and 
advertisements of the supermarket, but also the interactions with scripted toll gate operators, 
security staff and cashiers, all of whom interact with the individual in the same way, regardless 
of who the person is, according to a system of rules. 
One of the strengths of Augé’s work is his nuance and acceptance of the continued existence 
of places and the mingling of places with non-places. 
Dans la réalité concrète du monde d’aujourd’hui, les lieux et les espaces, les lieux et les non-lieux, 
s’enchevêtrent, s’interpénètrent. La possibilité du non-lieux n’est jamais absente de quelque lieu 
que ce soit. Le retour au lieu est le recours de celui qui fréquente les non-lieux (et qui rêve par 
exemple d’une résidence secondaire enracinée dans les profondeurs du terroir. 
(In the concrete reality of today’s world, places and spaces, places and non-places intertwine and 
tangle together. The possibility of a non-place is never absent from any place. Return to place is 
the refuge of he who frequents non-places (who dreams, for example, of owning a second home 
rooted in the depths of the countryside).) 
(Augé 1992, 134) 
The strict physical, legal and architectural segregation of the airport from the “real world” is 
stark in “Schiphol”. The complete lack of human figures hints that this entire arrangement, 
ostensibly for the convenience and benefit of humanity, may have its own internal logic. There is 
nothing to focus on in the scene, a beautiful window that looks on nothing, roads leading 
nowhere, lawns forever isolated from any other living thing. The diagonal angle of the roof and 
floor from the left forcefully push to the right edge of the image, forming a point, creating a 
sense of direction moving outward, which is blocked by the visible transparency of the glass 
walls separating the interior from the exterior.  
In “Toys R Us” there is also a powerful separation between the freeway and the buildings, 
with no sign of exit or entry anywhere in the image. The division of space is absolute and we do 
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not even see confirmation that the buildings have an interior that can be entered. Perhaps they are 
warehouses, or even just walls? 
Despite the insurmountable barriers and the solidity of the structures in “Schiphol” and “Toys 
R Us”, the artificiality of the seen hints at an unseen power capable of molding such landscapes 
at will. In the case of “Toys R Us”, the entire image, the road, buildings and sky, meshes together 
so that the entire world is just a surface to receive the corporate logos to be advertised. William 
Wyckoff, a geographer specializing in the American West, emphasized the importance of signs in 
the visual landscape of strips: 
Just as the grid shapes cities, the linear imperative of commercial strips and strip malls shape 
traffic flows, connect central city and suburb, and produce built environments that celebrate 
automobiles and mass consumption. Landscapes in motion, strips are designed to be seen from 
behind the steering wheel of a car. The strip’s visual shorthand is apparent in the procession of 
large signs, corporate symbols, turning lanes, and parking spaces. Above all, strips reflect the 
plasticity and segmentation of urban social space. 
(Wyckoff 2014, 322) 
This plasticity, and the role of the landscape as mere servant of advertising surface for 
commercial interests can be observed in the history of any major American city. Barbara Rubin 
wrote an influential article on the evolution of architectural aesthetics from the time of the 
World’s Fair of 1893, with a conflict between the garish “Midway” style and the elite “White 
City” style.  
The Midway Plaisance and the “White City” alike were architectural illusions. Each was an 
ephemeral environment in which structures were built merely of stucco applied over lath (attached 
to framing). The stucco had been ingeniously worked to create the impression of permanent 
materials: brick, marble, travertine, granite, and other materials and techniques of construction 
which suggested a material and structural integrity. Almost all the buildings on both the Midway 
Plaisance and in the "White City” were dismantled and discarded at the conclusion of the 
Exposition. 
(Rubin 1979, 346) 
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But both sets of buildings were only temporary, and over the long run, both their influences 
faded in the face of economized, utilitarian, franchise-driven architecture, which replaced the 
giant hot dogs of the “Midway” and the Greek statues of the “White City” with parking lots and 
bland cube buildings. More fundamentally, in none of these landscapes can a human find a place. 
The car, airplane or boat are the natural inhabitants of these images, and the presence of humans 
is justified only insofar as these require them for their operation. The urban geographer John 
Jakle remarked on how the strip changed American urban life: 
Perhaps the strip represents a new kind of American main street. It is a place gauged to a public 
moving by automobile rather than on foot. It is a place of exaggerated exuberance played out in 
sign, building as sign, and sign as building. Its exclamation point is the excessive use of electric 
light. Americans have wholeheartedly embraced the strip as an organizing device with which to 
reconfigure towns and cities. 
(Jakle 2001, 253-4) 
It is ironic that one of the logos in “Toys R Us” is for the car company Toyota. If we reflect 
on this, we can see a stark circular logic at play, where the landscape of non-places has become 
self-sufficient with the combination of road, car dealership and toy store. This configuration is all 
that is needed for the non-place of consumption to be logically complete. The two logos provide 
the motivation and justification for the entire seen, and the role of the human driver is to catalyze 
the reaction by purchasing a Toyota car, driving it on the road to Toys ‘R’ Us to shop there. The 
road has no traffic signals or street markings, as the only locations that are relevant are already 
marked out brightly.  
With “Schiphol”, however, there are no signs, and nothing is written anywhere. We can see 
here that we have come far from phantasmagoria, as there is nothing projected anywhere, hardly 
any color. Even a spectacle is missing as there is nothing to see. This is a non-place, with no 
marks identifying it nor linking it to anything else, not even an airplane, and the emptiness of the 
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landscape does not seem to admit for the possibility of movement or time, making it impossible 
to define this place in a historical sense. The lack of text makes this image not a perfect example 
of a non-place, but let us recall the intermingling of place and non-place mentioned by Augé. In 
any case, the later airport image, “Frankfurt” overcompensates for this remnant of place by 
covering the greater part of the image with text on an impossibly large flight information screen. 
Here, too, the sky and grass which served as reminders of a possibility of a “return to place” are 
gone, replaced by a deep black background, depriving the space even of a 3rd dimension. This 
dark version of the compressed dimensionality seen in “99 Cent” also features people, unlike 
“Schiphol”, preparing calmly to pass through the security gate. The entire scene is somber, 
evoking the specter of terror felt at airports at the time the image was made, the height of the war 
on terror. The presence of women in headscarves highlights the primary obsession of airport 
security at the time with preventing Al Qaeda attacks, while simultaneously serving as a 
comforting reminder of the cosmopolitanism of the airport. The people are pinned to the small 
space near the bottom of the image by the blue banner bearing the letters of the gates, as if the 
upper half of the image was a gargantuan electronic device hanging like a 21st century sword of 
Damocles above the heads of the passengers. 
Whereas “Frankfurt” closed off the world outside the airport, imploding the interior as if its 
gravity, like that of a black hole, had created a separate world, “Rhein II” goes in the other 
direction, projecting the closed, linear system of interior non-places onto the natural world. This 
image, which currently holds the world’s record for the most expensive photograph ever sold is 
one of Gursky’s most abstract.  
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Gursky explained the importance of “Rhein II”, alongside “99 Cent” in his evolution as an 
artist. 
“Each represents a breakthrough in the development of my image-making, in terms of how I 
grapple with the abstract aesthetic structures that underlie manmade or natural environments, and 
the reconstruction of a real subject according to my inner eye.” 
—Andreas Gursky (Lee 2012) 
Although the scene is highly artificial, Gursky says he actually did very little editing 
(Schmidt-Garre 2011). Which is to say that the “editing” was mostly done already by the 
physical taming and straightening of the Rhine river to facilitate land development and ship 
traffic. The Rhine river looks like an empty parking strip, or a stretch of freeway. Comparing 
“Rhein II” to “Toys R Us” (Figure 6.1) reveals that only a thin layer of grassy texture and water 
surface prevent the river from sharing the same fate as the freeway. Both are cleared completely 
of any obstacles to the fast movement of goods and consumers for which they have been 
designed. This movement is chaotic and circular in the case of “Bahrain I” (Figure 5.5), which 
depicts a Formula One race track compressed to show all its curves in one image. The 
utilitarianism associated with these strips is assumed and can be liberating. The respected 
geographer John Frasher Hart welcomed the commercial strip malls and their astonishing 
sameness, saw them as  
The strip is a place where every American can feel at home, no matter where he or she happens to 
be, because it is so familiar, so standardized, so universal—and so placeless! Once a person is on 
it, if he ignores the occasional highway sign, he could be anywhere in the United States, even his 
own hometown. The strip seems like home to strangers, and it keeps the traveling American from 
feeling like a stranger no matter where he may roam.  
(Hart 1982, 219) 
A still from an interview Gursky did at the site where he took the photo corroborates this. 
This absolutely featureless landscape seems to be an explosion of non-place out from what we 
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normally consider the built environment into nature, or what is left of it. For today’s 
technological capabilities allow nature to be manipulated at levels heretofore undreamed of. 
Les “villes nouvelles” de la pseudo-paysannerie technologique inscrivent clairement dans le 
terrain la rupture avec le temps historique sur lequel elles sont bâties ; leur devise peut être : “Ici 
même, il n'arrivera jamais rien, et rien n'y est jamais arrivé.” C'est bien évidemment parce que 
l'histoire qu'il faut délivrer dans les villes n'y a pas été encore délivrée, que les forces de l'absence 
historique commencent à composer leur propre paysage exclusif. 
(The “new towns” of the technological pseudo-peasantry clearly inscribe on the landscape their 
rupture with the historical time on which they are built; their motto could be: “On this spot nothing 
will ever happen, and nothing ever has.” It is obviously because history, which must be liberated 
in the cities, has not yet been liberated, that the forces of historical absence begin to compose their 
own exclusive landscape.) 
(Debord 2006a, 841) 
Gursky raised the stakes even higher with his Ocean series of photos, which are based on 
satellite imagery of the Earth. “Antarctica” seems to depict something floating in space, or a 
piece of battered chicken frying in an oil vat. This reduction of the continental scale is all the 
more impressive given the plethora of satellite images seen today, making them a common-place. 
For example, refer to a NASA image (Figure 5.7) of Antarctica that shows the curvature of the 
continent along with clouds and the varying shades of sea and land. These images, however, tend 
to depict the Earth as we would expect it, as close to a printed map as possible. Gursky, by 
liberating the continent from the cartographic imperative of placing it relative to the globe as a 
whole, blackening the ocean, flattening the projection and removing the clouds, has created a 
stark version of Antarctica. He depicts the reality of just how small the world has become, that 
the entire Earth threatens to become a global non-place. 
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Figure 5.1 (landscape orientation). Schiphol (Gursky 1994) 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Figure 5.2 (landscape orientation). Frankfurt (Gursky 2007) 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Figure 5.3 (landscape orientation). Rhein II (Gursky 1999) 
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Figure 5.4 (landscape orientation). Gursky at the site of Rhein II (Schmidt-Garre 2011)  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Figure 5.5. Bahrain I (Gursky 2005) 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Figure 5.6 (landscape orientation). Antarctica (Gursky 2010) 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Figure 5.7. Satellite Image of Antarctica (NASA 2005) 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6. THE DOUBLE 
Car le sens final du spectaculaire intégré, c’est qu’il s’est intégré dans la réalité même à mésure 
qu’il en parlait; et qu’il la reconstruisait comme il en parlait. De sorte que cette réalité maintenant 
ne se tient plus en face de lui comme quelque chose d’étranger. Quand le spectaculaire était 
concentré la plus grande part de la société périphérique lui échappait; et quand il était diffus une 
faible part; aujourd’hui rien. Le spectacle s’est mélangé à toute réalité, en l’irradiant. 
(Since the ultimate meaning of the integrated spectacular is that it has been integrated into reality 
itself to the degree that it spoke of it; and that it has reconstructed it like it spoke of it. Such that 
this reality now does not face it as something alien. When the spectacular was concentrated, the 
larger part of peripheral society escaped it; and when it was dispersed a small part; today none. 
The spectacle has dissolved itself into all reality by irradiating it.) 
(Debord 2006c, 1598) 
The increasingly radical nature of the spectacle which Debord described as integrating with 
reality itself is evident from the preceding discussion of phantasmagoria, spectacle and non-
place, where several examples of the transformation of the physical landscape under the power 
of the spectacle were given. If we look again at “Toys R Us” (Figure 6.1) we see that an entire 
physical world has been created for the spectacle of consumption, as well as, following Debord’s 
détournement the consumption of spectacle. Though the sky is not part of the spectacle, its 
matching-gray colors, and the criss-crossing power lines which trap it like a fish in a net, hint 
that soon the sky itself may be caught up in the spectacle. 
“Jumeirah Palm” (Figure 6.2) shows the unfolding of this logic, with an entire city built as a 
spectacle. Though the actual set of artificial islands in Dubai are round just like a palm tree, 
Gursky has violently straightened them, revealing the hidden signal which shows their lineage 
can be traced to “Rhein II” and “99 Cent”. This spectacle is not just a part of these islands, it is 
the same as them, just as the 99 Cent store was a store made of products.  
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What shocks us instinctively about this is that we expected the world to be somehow 
different. This unease at seeing an unexpected double was discussed with precision by the French 
philosopher Clément Rosset, who distinguished between two kinds of doubles: 
Pour en revenir à la distinction proposée plus haut entre le double de duplication et le double de 
remplacement, je maintiens donc que, si le double qui se contente de dupliquer, comme le double 
du quidproquo ou le double inquiétant, a une fonction qui n’est ni hallucinatoire ni illusoire et ne 
remit pas en cause l’integrité de l’original qu’il copie, il en va tout autrement du double 
fantasmatique qui implique une élimination de l’original qu’il tue, ou essaye de tuer, en prétendant 
se substituter à lui. 
(To return to the distinction proposed above between the double of duplication and the double of 
replacement, I maintain therefore that, if the double which is content to duplicate, like the double 
of the switcheroo or the frightening double, has a function that is neither hallucinatory nor illusory 
and does not call into question the integrity of the original that it copies, it is quite different with 
the phantom double which implies an elimination of the original which it kills, or tries to kill, in 
claiming to substitute itself for it.) 
(Rosset 2006a, 77-8) 
In “Jumeirah Palm” we have a phantom double, an artificial Dubai that has replaced the 
previous real Dubai. Given the power of Gursky to capture his subjects, we also have another 
phantom double in Gursky’s image itself, which seeks to displace the cute reality of the round 
palm tree island with a dreadful image of infinite parallel monotony. Our shock at seeing 
Gursky’s images are not only because of the presence of “doubles”, but the presence of the real, 
which is far more shocking. As Rosset wrote: 
Ainsi l’avènement du réel déjoue-t-il et prend-il généralement en faute les anticipations qu’on s’en 
était figurées. C’est pourquoi j’ai suggéré à plusieurs reprises que le réel était la seule chose du 
monde à laquelle on ne s’habituait jamais. 
(So the coming of the real frustrates and catches out the expectations we had imagined of it. That 
is why I have suggested on several occasions that the real is the only thing in the world to which 
we will never get used.) 
(Rosset 2006a, 71) 
Gursky’s unsettling effect is not caused by the unreality of his subjective manipulations but 
in his success in revealing the real face of the world around us by those same manipulations. 
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Gursky shows us nothing new, but, as he often has explained, merely documents some aspect of 
what he sees that he finds interesting, and we are disturbed exactly because what we see in 
Gursky is that which we had already seen but ignored. 
In “Bangkok VI” (Figure 6.3), Gursky has captured a fleeting moment of the surface of the 
Chao Praya, a busy river running through Bangkok, Thailand. 
“I was sitting by the Chao Phraya, and became fascinated by the phenomenon of the fast-flowing 
river, the light effects, and the flotsam and jetsam of modern human life that was being carried by 
in the dark water. I decided to start photographing there, and set up a vantage point from which I 
worked for a few days.”  
—Andreas Gursky (Lee 2012) 
We can see in the beautiful reflection of the water a garish green color which must be a 
reflection of a store sign or some other man-made element above the water. The water is black, 
oily and does not seem clean. But unlike the water surrounding “Antarctica” this water seems 
alive and moving. The image, by hinting at the presence of a city landscape, but subsuming it in 
a formless mass of color, indicates a turn away from the direct frontal assaults on the landscape 
of globalization that characterizes Gursky’s earlier works. The timeless capture of the texture of 
the water in this image represents a peak for Gursky’s work, reminiscent of the celestial richness 
of Vermeer, so well described by Rosset: 
Une des caractéristiques de l’art de Vermeer, comme peut-être de tout art, parvenu à un certain 
degré de noblesse, est de peindre des choses, et non des événements. Le monde que perçoit 
Vermeer n’est pas celui, muet à jamais, des événements insignifiants, mais celui de la matière, 
éternellement riche et vivante. 
(One of the characteristics of Vermeer’s art, perhaps of all art that reaches a certain level of 
nobility, is to paint things, not events. The world which Vermeer perceives is not that of 
insignificant events, forever silent, but that of matter, eternally rich and alive.) 
(Rosset 1984, 110) 
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But at the same time, this scene displays an infusion of the spectacle even deeper into reality 
than what we saw in “Rhein II’, for the manipulation of the Rhine river was at a physical level, 
changing its shape. Here, the very substance of the water has received the garish unnatural color 
of the spectacle. Whether the water can absorb this spectacle or will be consumed by it is the 
tension Gursky has captured in this image, revealing his ecological sensibilities and the specter 
of a nature completely irradiated by the spectacle of human activity. In a sense, Gursky is a 
materialist, always capturing the material textures of things and places. “Bangkok VI” 
maximizes his materialism by presenting nothing but “matter, eternally rich and alive”. 
Walter Benjamin posited that artisan works of art possessed an aura, a unique presence in 
space and time, which he defined as a “measure of distance, no matter how near”. For Benjamin, 
technologically reproduced works of art, by their nature of being reproducible and having no 
original, lacked an aura (Benjamin 2012a, Duttlinger 2008). Given their mammoth size and 
exquisite appearance, Gursky’s works at first do seem to possess an aura reminiscent of an oil 
painting or a stone sculpture. This apparent aura explains to some extent the millions of dollars 
collectors are willing to pay for his photos. However, they are still photographs, and although 
Gursky’s printing process is difficult and costly, a huge number of prints could be made of each 
of his works if he so chose.  But the appearance of aura lures the observer to study the photo 17
closely for a good period of time. In so doing, there is a moment when the image, Gursky’s 
manipulations, and the already-known reality depicted in the image become clear, and it is 
precisely that moment when the aura vanishes from Gursky’s work. Unlike a Vermeer or a Bada 
Shanren, which allow for infinite observation, a Gursky photograph eventually gives up its 
 In practice, Gursky makes 6 prints of each work, two of which he keeps for himself.17
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secret, and in so doing loses its mesmerizing power. Each image is a phantom double of some 
subject that is itself a double. When the image and subject become clear to the observer, this 
parallel doubling cancels out the unreality of both Gursky’s image and its subject, yielding the 
subject uncloaked, and the image without aura. This generous willingness to sacrifice the 
mystery of his work by avoiding obscurantism or shock factor, allows Gursky to capture, with 
the participation of his audience, the precise moment of the loss of aura. 
At the outset, I mentioned the absence of Gursky from his images. Although his physical 
trace can be found in some of his images, he seems to resist imposing his own interpretation onto 
what he sees. He enhances what is already there. Beyond Gursky’s depiction of the contemporary 
world, lies a sacrifice of the self, of an attempt to be one’s self, which according to Rosset, is a 
dangerous pursuit doomed to failure as the equality of the self with itself presupposes a 
separation which can never be overcome. In the abstract, this is a difficult concept to grasp, but 
the double is all around us in the age of globalization. Not only do we have to content with the 
mass production of things, but also with the mass production of images of things. To make things 
more difficult, the things produced are now embodiments of designs stored in computers. The 
places we go to are becoming more or less alike. Buildings, roads and other landscapes are 
designed and produced at scale, like interchangeable parts for machines. In this excess of 
duplication, the real seems to be hopelessly lost. But the self is still there. In giving up on the 
attempt to locate the real or his artistic self in images like “Toys “R” Us” and “Jumeirah Palm”, 
these testaments to the reign of the double, Gursky has preserved himself. The former conflates 
the buildings, of two unrelated companies whose names start oddly with the same three letters; 
the sky and mall and the highway into a spectrum of gray. The sheer directness of this scene of 
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unmitigated sprawl is itself an antidote to the soullessness of the image. In “Jumeirah Palm” the 
logic of sprawl is elevated to the scale of a city-state, but again, Gursky’s image finds the selfless 
angle which shows the unmitigated and unexaggerated growth of this artificial island. Gursky’s 
joy in his work, in seeing and making see all things around him, without regard for his own 
position in the scheme of things, is the maintenance of a joy in living in a space, of the ability to 
still claim a non-place as a place, even if fleetingly.  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Figure 6.1 (landscape orientation). Toys “R” Us (Gursky 1999) 
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Figure 6.2. Jumeirah Palm (Gursky 2008) 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Figure 6.3. Bankgok VI (Gursky 2011) 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7. CONCLUSION 
Le temps pseudo-cyclique consommable est le temps spectaculaire, à la fois comme temps de la 
consommation de images, au sens restraint, et comme image de la consommation de temps, dans 
toute son extension. Le temps de la consommation des images, médium de toutes les 
marchandises, est inséparablement le champ où s’exerce pleinement les instruments du spectacle, 
et le but que ceux-ci présentent globalement, comme lien et comme figure central de toutes les 
consommation particulières: on sait que les gains de temps constamment recherchés par la société 
moderne—qu’il s’agisse de la vitesse des transports ou de l’usage des potages en sachet—se 
traduisent positivement pour la population des États-Unis dans ce fait que la seule contemplation 
de la télévision l’occupe en moyenne entre trois et six heures par jour. L’image sociale de la 
consommation du temps, de son côté, est exclusivement dominée par les moments de loisirs et 
vacances, moments représentés à distance et désirables par postulat, comme toute marchandises 
spectaculaire. Cette marchandise est ici explicitement donnée comme le moment de la vie réelle, 
dont il s’agit d’attendre le retour cyclique. Main dans ces moments mêmes assignés à la vie, c’est 
encore le spectacle qui se donne à voir et à reproduire, en s’atteignant un degré plus intense. Ce 
qui a été représente comme la vie réelle se révèle simplement comme la vie plus réellement 
spectaculaire. 
(Pseudo-cyclical consumable time is spectacular time, simultaneously the time for consumption of 
images, in the narrow sense, and image of the consumption of time, in the broad sense. The time 
for consumption of images, medium for all commodities, is inseparably the field where the 
instruments of the spectacle apply themselves in full, and the goal that these present globally, as 
the site and the central figure of all specific types of consumption: it is known that the time 
savings constantly sought by modern society—the speed of transportation or the use of soup 
packets—is translated actually for the population of the United States into the fact that just the 
watching of television take up on average three to six hours every day. The social image of the 
consumption of time, in turn, is exclusively dominated by moments of leisure and vacation, 
moments represented at a distance and by definition desirable, like all spectacular commodities. 
This commodity is put forward as the moment of real life, for whose cyclical return one is 
supposed to wait. But even in these moments assigned to life, it is still the spectacle which puts 
itself forward to be seen and reproduced, attaining a greater intensity. That which has been 
represented as real life reveals itself simply as life that is really more spectacular.) 
(Debord 2006a, 833) 
The time of image consumption, which averaged three to six hours a day in the age of 
television described by Debord in 1967, has increased to fill almost every moment of the waking 
day. With the advent of the internet, portable computers, smart phones, and now augmented 
reality devices like Google Glass, the spectacle injects itself into people’s lives at every possible 
moment: before going to sleep, the moment one wakes up, while in the bathroom, while driving, 
while eating, while walking or waiting for a bus. The capture of time by the spectacle has 
become complete for a very great part of the world’s people, bound to live and work a false life 
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dedicated to the image of consumption and the consumption of the image. Though hopes for any 
fundamental change to the spectacle’s reign have faded for most, there are still pockets of 
resistance where a person can live a complete life, free from the separation imposed by the harsh 
demands of contemporary life, which has grown increasingly regimented, and where the free 
spaces have been systematically regimented. 
Andreas Gursky represents such a pocket of freedom, for in his total dedication to his craft, 
to the precise capture of the spectacular world around us, he displays a deep personal happiness. 
Like Vermeer’s “Art of Painting” (Figure 7.1), where the artists shows himself but so modestly 
that we see nothing of him, Gursky’s work, what I would call “The Art of Photography”, is 
imbued with such fascination with the textures of the spectacle, and such commitment to directly 
face it, that we observers of a Gursky image, unnerved as we are by the chilling portraits of the 
spectacle he has captured, also find a measure of comfort to know that there is someone with the 
calm and strength to carry out such work. 
Dans le même temps cet Atelier—comme toutes les toiles de Vermeer—semble riche d’un 
bonheur d’exister qui irradie de toutes parts et saisit d’emblée le spectateur, et qui témoigne dans 
d’une jubilation perpetuelle au spectacle des choses : à en juger par cet instant de bonheur, on se 
persuade aisément que celui qui a fait cela, s’il n’a fixé dans sa toile qu’un seul moment de sa joie, 
en eût fait volontiers autant de l’instant d’avant comme de l’instant d’après. Seul le temps lui a 
manqué pour célébrer tous les instants et toutes les choses. 
(At the same time this Art of Painting—like all Vermeer’s canvases—appears full of a happiness 
of existing which irradiates from all parts and immediately seizes the spectator, and which bears 
witness to a perpetual jubilation at the spectacle of things : to judge from this moment of 
happiness, one would be easily persuaded that the one who made that, if he had only placed only 
one moment of his joy into his canvas, he could have freely made as many of the instant before 
and the instant after. He lacked only time to celebrate all instants and all things). 
(Rosset 1984) 
I conclude by discussing two images of Gursky’s which are very close and yet very far apart. 
“Prada I” and “Prada II” were made in 1996 and 1997, respectively. The first is a classic scene of 
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consumer phantasmagoria, of the commodity fetish Marx was already well familiar with. It is 
also a spectacle and a sort of non-place. The strange grouping of shoes, some in two’s, some in 
three’s, some matching, some not, makes it an odd kind of set of doubles. The main identity in 
the image is the division between the bright pink floor and the green wall. In one coup de grace, 
Gursky cuts through the Gordian knot of phantasmagoria, spectacle, non-place and even the 
double. As if taking an image of an elementary particle of matter, he has captured what is at the 
heart of globalization by freezing its landscape along the axis of time. Like subliminal frames 
interspersed through a film, the landscape of globalization freezes time, freezes the past in a a 
virtual museum of representations, sells the future with interest to us so that it never arrives. By 
removing the distraction of the shoes and exposing the passages on either side of the wall, 
Gursky exposes the secret door out of the landscape of globalization. That single infinitesimal 
slice of time where, with the participation of the viewer, of us, the moment of the loss of the aura 
was captured, is the moment that Gursky returns to us from the vault of spectacular time. The 
escape hatch from this frozen time does not lie in action or thought, but in simply being. To walk, 
like Gursky, straight through the landscape of globalization without flinching is to pass through it 
with one’s self intact. 
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Figure 7.1. The Art of Painting (Vermeer c. 1665)  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Figure 7.2 (landscape orientation). Prada I (Gursky 1996) 
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Figure 7.3 (landscape orientation). Prada II (Gursky 1997) 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